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Prologue
 
 
 Tell me the lives of a thousand Heroes
 Sing me the Souls of an army lost
 Dance me the hearts of enraptured lovers
 Lest their tales be forgot to the mists of the past
 
 
 So it is written on the walls of that place; etched into the stone by the Gods themselves. But their presence has not been felt in those halls for so very long. So, you may ask why we persist as we have done for all this time. The answer I suppose lies in our very nature; our reason for being.
I could attempt an analogy: that of a blacksmith beating iron upon his anvil or a sculptor carving form and texture into the marble block because that is their purpose, but it fails to explain why we are still gathering these tales. Any artisan would cease his labours when the task was complete or his commission fulfilled, but we have no such end in sight.
 For we are the Emissaries.
We observe the Many Worlds our creators forged in the heavenly fires, and follow the lives we feel drawn to. These are the rulers and heroes, lovers and scoundrels that shine from among the fibres of the great tapestry of all creation. We tell of their lives and loves, joys and woes, victories and defeats, and with this telling afford them something akin to immortality, albeit a pale shadow of that particular curse.
 Our stories are recorded by the greatest archivist of them all; Athusilan.
Athusilan, with his ‘Book of Lives’, whose inked quill has laid to parchment the deeds of more men and women than there are pebbles upon a beach. Athusilan, who has transcribed their efforts upon the page with a sure and steady hand, storing them in the flourish of word and phrase, yet has not lived a single moment in all his long, long existence. Instead, sucking at the teat of Man’s endeavour and revelling in His pain and anguish, for from these lowest of places can spring the greatest realizations of the most futile of hopes, or from those dark recesses of mortal mind, deeper and darker lows are plumbed. For stories great in the telling lie therein. 
 Listen to me; I ramble on as though I were still amongst them, as though they still counted me as one of their own… as though I had not been cast out for having a care.
 You think me bitter?
 You would be wrong. For I have truly lived.
 
 
 




Chapter One
 
 
Beginnings…
 
Kellan had always been a small boy, and slightly stooped. This only aggravated his lowly position in the social hierarchy of the boys in his village. The Northlands bred tall, rangy boys, athletic and confident. He was a hand shorter than his peers and thin with it. And then of course there was the birthmark which covered much of the left side of his face, a dark blotch running from his brow to the bottom of his cheek, from nose to ear. He had never got used to the teasing this drew, but though he was low in stature and weaker than the other boys, he was determined.
 “You take that back, Dolmar,” he shouted at the bully, his little fists clenched, white knuckled. Dolmar was a year older at nine winters, and Kellan’s chief tormentor.
 “Ha ha, fish face,” Dolmar sang back, not for the first time. They had been fishing in one of the many small streams around the village, when Dolmar had hooked a small trout with a characteristic dark stain across the left side of its head. Not unusual, but more than enough of an excuse to poke fun at little Kellan.
 “I said, take it back,” he yelled again.
 “Fish face, fish face, fish face!” The trout wriggled in his grip and slipped free. Dolmar fumbled to catch it again as it thrashed in the shallows and Kellan was upon him. He caught the bigger boy under the ribs with a bony shoulder and they both crashed into the ankle deep water.
 “Get him Dolmar,” the other boys urged. “Smash him.”
They wrestled in the stream, its waters icy even on this summer’s day, until, inevitably, Dolmar got the upper hand and was able to get to his feet first. He punched Kellan on the nose as he tried to get up, knocking him back onto the stony stream bed. Kellan stayed down, holding his bloodied nose. His eyes stung as pain flowered across his face, but he refused to let the tears come freely. Not in front of the others. Dolmar was still standing over him when one of the other boys shouted.
 “Look!”
Kellan was too busy nursing his wounded face to pay much attention, but the others all stared in the same direction, across the stream.
 “Who is it?” he heard one of them say. His ears still rang from the pounding in his chest and the blow he had received, but he could tell fear when he heard it.
 “He looks strange.”
 “Hello?” Dolmar called nervously. Kellan, now forgotten, rolled over in the shallow water to see a figure at the edge of the tree line on the other side of the narrow waterway. He blinked away his tears and got up as far as his knees to regard the stranger. He looked like a grown man but was short, a good three hands shorter than a Northlander man. His skin was darker too, and his eyes were odd, turned down at the edges. He looked exhausted, breathing hard and staring around with the wild eyed look of something hunted. The man was bleeding from several cuts that looked bad; swollen and infected. His clothes were tattered and stained, but those areas that were intact were of an unusual ornate weave that Kellan had never seen before.
 “Hello,” Dolmar said again, but this time a little more hesitant.
The man sagged a little as his gaze finally came to rest on them. Then he fell to his hands and knees, muttering something in a language Kellan had never heard before; a strange sing-song sound, interspersed with sobs that racked his whole body.
 “Let’s go,” Kellan heard from behind him. “I’ll get Father.”
The boys all fled in the direction of the village, leaving Kellan alone with the stranger. He heard their hurried footsteps dwindle into the distance as he stared. The man looked pitiful, not frightening, and Kellan felt a surge of pride that he alone had not run away. He rose from his knees and started to slowly wade across the knee deep stream when the man whipped his head up and shouted something unintelligible, terror etched into his face. Kellan stopped and raised his hands.
 “It’s all right sir,” he said softly. “I’m just a boy.” He immediately felt foolish for saying it. Of course he was just a child, but the fear in the man’s eyes caused Kellan to cast about for reassurances. He continued across the stream until he came to the other side and stood, ankle deep in the clear water. Now he was close enough to smell the stranger, he realised that the cuts on his arms and legs were indeed infected. He had smelled a badly infected wound once before, on a sheep. His pa, Jaim, had explained to him that the poor animal was beyond help and the kindest thing would be to kill it. Jaim had cut its throat, and Kellan had watched as the blood flowed from the scrabbling animal until it finally laid still, the coarse wool soaked in scarlet.
Jaim had said that it was a mercy. Kellan looked at the wretched man and wondered if he was beyond help too. He was weeping feebly now, as he slumped onto the ground and rolled onto his back.
 “Where do you come from?” Kellan asked. The man just wept quietly, shaking his head slowly. The smell was really bad.
 “I’m sure they’ll bring help,” he offered, “Elder Milasar knows all about herbs and remedies; she once fixed Arim’s broken arm, and when there is a fever in the village, she brings us all a special brew to drink. I don’t like it much but mother says to take it because Elder Milasar has lived through more hard winters, and more bad fevers than anyone in the village.”
He stopped, feeling a little silly for rambling, but it covered his nervousness. The man was just staring up into the sky now, not focusing on anything at all, and all the time muttering in that strange language. Kellan edged closer, not sure if it was safe to touch him. Surely the others would bring help soon, it was not far to the village and his friends could run fast.
 “Sir?” The man was all but silent as Kellan leaned over him. He whimpered softly, with his eyes screwed shut as though to close out the world around him.
 Suddenly the stranger struck out, catching Kellan a glancing blow on the shoulder. There was no force behind it but it startled him into falling back. The man thrashed, on his back, his eyes open but unfocused, then white foam began to ooze from between his tightly clenched teeth and run across his cheeks. As suddenly as it had started the fit ceased, and the man lay still on the damp ground.
 Kellan was crying softly now, above all else wishing that he was not alone with the stranger, but not willing to leave him either.
 “Sir?” He swallowed hard and steeled himself. “Sir?” He approached the man again and saw that he was utterly still. He crouched beside the stranger and leant over to listen for breath. A final sigh escaped the body and as Kellan watched, every sinew went slack and every muscle relaxed. He bent closer and looked into the dead eyes, curiosity getting the better of his fear. He had never seen a dead body before. He stared at the strange eyes with their down turned edges and dark brown irises. Both pupils were wide now.
Then he saw a flash of movement within the right eye. He thought at first it must have been the reflection of a bird overhead, but when he looked up, the sky was clear. He looked down again and saw more movement within the eyes, dark motes lazily meandering within but growing in number and speed. He sat transfixed as the flecks turned into a swarm, and a sound like a deep buzzing began to emanate from the dead man. The body began to spasm, as though still alive, and fighting against itself. Before he could cry out the body bounced from the ground, shuddering as ten thousand points of darkness burst from the skin, shredding what was left of the clothing and leaving the flesh in tatters. The swarm boiled in the air above the broken body before engulfing Kellan.
 The buzzing had become a roar in a heartbeat. Kellan tried to cry out, but his mouth filled with the deadening swarm as they poured down his throat. He felt them bore into his skin all over his body, entering his ears, nose, and anus, burning as they did so. He was completely swamped, and convinced that he was about to die; terror gripped his gut even as it burned with the swarming intruders.
He was only aware that he had stumbled back into the stream when the noise abruptly stopped. He was lying on his back, his bladder still emptying itself into his already sodden trousers. He gasped, and tried to cry out again, but his throat was parched. He splashed water into his mouth and immediately began to franticly scrub his whole body. His clothes were shredded, hanging in ribbons from his arms and legs, but amazingly his skin was unmarked by the swarm. The memory of the burning pain across his entire body was still fresh in his mind as he ran his hands over his abdomen and limbs, searching for marks or damage. He chanced a quick glance at the remains of the man, unrecognisable now, and his stomach heaved. He got to his feet and sprinted away towards the village.
 
Kellan’s home, the village of Goat’s Pass, was situated in a flat bottomed hanging valley in the lower reaches of the Greater Cascus Mountains. It was among the highest of settlements in the Northlands, only made habitable by its sheltered aspect. The ‘goat pass’ of its title was the narrow break in the otherwise unforgiving landscape that led to the wide expanse of flatland originally only accessed for grazing, but now settled and farmed by Kellan’s people. Fewer than 200 people called Goat’s Pass home, and trade with the other small villages lower down the slopes was vital.
For the most part, rugged sheep grazed the valley’s stony edges amongst the stunted pines and scrubby heather, but the shallow soil was fertile enough to grow sufficient millet to see out the long winters here. Mutton, wool and cheese were the main goods traded with the other villages, in exchange for vegetables and tools. It was summer here now and the pressure was on to grow and store and prepare for the cold, dark times to follow.
He knew as soon as he reached the edge of the tree line, where grey, rocky ground gave way to brown soil, that something was wrong. The fields were empty; an abandoned hoe lay in a furrow beside the young grain plants. Steel in these parts was a valuable commodity, not something to be left to rust in the field. The women should have been tending the crops, but where were they? The menfolk, he knew, had gone through the pass and down the slopes to where the trees grew taller to gather firewood. The pack ponies would then bring it up in bundles strapped to their sides, walking to and fro, up and down the slope along the worn road. They were unloaded in the village by the older boys before returning to the men below in a well-practised routine. The men would not return until sundown, several hours from now.
Kellan squinted into the low sun towards the collection of houses, seeking signs of life, but finding none. He knew that from the road he would be able to see straight into the village square and so made his way around the edge of the field to the dusty track. He began to hear voices coming from within the village, some shouts and what sounded like crying. His heart pounded and he altered his course to approach the buildings through the field and hide behind a pig pen to try and see what was happening.
He was on the verge of tears again. All he wanted was his mother. His fight with Dolmar was long forgotten and the terrifying event with the stranger would be hard to explain, but the warmth of a mother’s embrace could heal many ills and calm him even better than one of Elder Milasar’s brews. He reached the pen and hunkered down behind it. The pigs rooted in the mud regardless of him. From here Kellan could hear, if not see, what was happening in the square much better and could make out words. He could also hear weeping, and a raised voice that had an unusual accent.
 He spied a wood pile to his right, where the older boys must have unloaded the ponies, and crawled over to it. When he had them between himself and the buildings, he climbed carefully up the large heap, taking care not to set the stack tumbling. From his vantage point, his head poking over the top, he could see between two houses into much of the square. He gasped.
Soldiers!
Perhaps thirty soldiers stood in the square, some with swords unsheathed, others with bows half drawn and pointing at the gathered crowd. It appeared the whole village was corralled at the front of the village hall.
 The soldiers wore leather armour, and all had long blue-green cloaks thrown back over their shoulders to free their arms. There were horses too in blue-green livery, but all of the soldiers were dismounted, except for one, who sat upon his horse imperiously, with his back to Kellan addressing the crowd. Kellan shifted his position to gain a better view, and his stomach clenched with fear. Kneeling in the dust, with two other women, was his mother!
All had torn blouses, held in place by trembling hands; their skirts too, were dusty and ripped. Then a door burst open from the Bidean family house and Tessar Bidean was cast out onto the steps and into the dust. She was weeping openly and trying to pull her tattered blouse over her naked breasts as she stumbled from the house. Two laughing soldiers emerged from behind her, one still buckling his trousers and grinning as he strode out into the square. He grabbed Tessar Bidean by the hair and hauled her over to the other kneeling women. Kellan’s mother, the nearest, held out a hand for comfort. Tessar took it gratefully and for a moment they looked into each other’s eyes, gently shaking their heads and crying.
A pair of older boys from the villagers made a move to intervene and there was a general shout and jostle among the crowd, but the soldiers tightened their bowstrings a little more and swords were raised to quieten the people. Kellan slipped back down the pile to the ground and crept around the back of the nearest house. He slid on his belly to the corner of the building, then under the front porch where he could see clearly through the wooden boards. From this low vantage, he was afforded a clear view of the whole square. He could see his mother better now. Her face was caked in dust and tears. She clasped her tattered blouse high on her neck, and stared at the ground in front of her. Half a dozen children sat crying on a cart, hands bound behind their backs. He saw too that the villagers comprised of the young and the old, and women. The older boys and men were mostly out collecting firewood to store for the winter or trading in other villages and towns. Few remained here, and they were no match for thirty heavily armed soldiers.
 The crowd had settled, and the mounted man continued to speak. It was clear to Kellan now that, from his position at the front of the crowd, Elder Harman was pleading with the soldier. The mounted man dismissed Elder Harman’s pleas.
 “Nevertheless, Northlander,” he uttered the second word as though it tasted foul in his mouth, “the law is clear on this matter.”
 “Please, I beg you, has there not been punishment enough?” said Harman.
 “You know the law as well as I do.” The soldier dismissed him. “Where there is rebellion it will be crushed.”
 “They were merely gathering wood. The winters here are long, and without adequate supplies…”
 “You,” the soldier interrupted, “choose to live up here,” he looked at the surrounding mountains, “like animals,” he muttered the last softly.
 “It is our home,” said Harman in a placating manner.
 “Then understand that dissension will be met with force. For too long you have huddled in your mountain refuges, plotting against the Empire, attacking our trade routes and running for the cover of the high land.”
 “But we are a peaceful village. We pay our taxes.” Harman tried to reason. “I know that some villages have fought against the occupation, but we have accepted…”
 “You know?” The soldier leaned forward in his saddle. “What do you know? Do you have information that may be of use? Will you freely divulge these things, or would a few hours on the rack draw them from you?”
 Harman bowed his head and fell silent.
 “I thought not,” sneered the soldier. He continued to stare at Elder Harman, daring him to make eye contact again.
 “The law is clear,” he repeated. “Gatherings of more than five people are prohibited without the express permission of the local governor. Me. Any infringements of this law will be seen as collusion. We found no fewer than six such conspirators in the forest not an hour from here.”
 Kellan’s chest tightened. He knew that his father had gone out in a group of six to cut wood, and was certainly not among the crowd.
 “Once again, the law is clear. You may cut their bodies down in five days.”
They washed over Kellan like ice, those words, spoken so casually. So casually in fact that he was sure he had misheard.
 Elder Harman raised his hand gingerly. “It is our custom to cremate the dead before a full day has passed.”
 “Indeed,” the Governor said. “Then perhaps carrying the rotting remains of your co-conspirators back with you will focus your minds on where your loyalties lie. They have not been hanged so high that the wolves cannot reach for a nibble. They will be lighter, no doubt.”
 The soldiers laughed.
A cry rang out from the crowd and someone burst through; Dillon Arraman, a big youth, who would be old enough to go out with the men next year. An axe had left his hand before the three arrows thudded into him, cutting off his roar. The heavy felling axe tumbled through the air regardless, and buried itself in the chest of one of the soldiers. Three swordsmen fell upon the young man and stabbed him repeatedly even as the soldier fell silently backwards. The axe stayed lodged in the chest of the stricken man, who pawed at it futilely, gasping his last breaths.
For a moment the crowd teetered on the edge of chaos. Those at the back jostled to get further forward, feeling both emboldened by the young man’s attack and cowed by his swift death. The bowmen drew beads on the crowd as it edged forward, the swordsmen ready, and through it all Elder Harman called for calm and the Governor barked his orders.
 “Be still!” Harman called, his hands raised above his head and facing his people now. “Be still or we will all die. Please, people, be still.”
 Slowly the crowd settled and the soldiers lowered their guard. The Governor was strutting back and forth behind the cordon of soldiers. “Who is that man?” he shouted, “Bring me his wife and children! I will have them disembowelled before you all.”
Fuming, the Governor continued to pace his horse. “Bring me that man’s family!” he bellowed again.
 “He has no family, my lord,” Elder Harman said pleadingly. “He has not yet married and both his mother and his father succumbed to fever these past two winters.”
 The Governor was thoughtful for a moment. “Then you, Elder Harman, pick one of your people to die in their stead.”
 The stunned Elder gaped, lost for words, glancing around at the villagers with his hands out in a show of helplessness.
 “One person, Elder. Choose or I will choose five myself,” spat the Governor.
 “I am his mother,” a voice sounded.
 Everyone looked to see who had spoken.
 “I was his mother,” Kellan’s mother corrected herself quietly.
 Kellan gasped. Why would she lie about being Dillon’s mother? He was an only child, the whole village knew that. Dillon’s father was out cutting wood with his pa, his mother somewhere in the crowd.
 “You.” said the Governor, bringing his horse to a halt before the kneeling woman. “That’s your boy?”
 She bit her lip, shutting her eyes tightly, and nodded.
 “Then isn’t your home a veritable rat’s nest of subversion and deceit. I do not like being lied to, woman. When I asked earlier if you had children, you told me you had none.”
She was crying now, and great sobs racked her body. The women to either side put a hand on her shoulder as she spoke through the tears.
 “What was that?” the governor asked.
She steadied herself and looked up at the man, her head held high. “I was trying to protect my boy. I would do anything to protect my boy.”
Kellan gasped. Why would she need to lie about him?
 The Governor regarded her for a few moments. She refused to be stared down and held his gaze defiantly until he sighed and reined his horse away to the cart of children, still bound and crying. They tried to draw back from him as he leaned over.
 “The law is clear,” the Governor said again, returning to his position in front of the women. “The conspirators have been executed, and the law goes further as you well know. To stamp out this insurrection before it can grow, the families of those executed must also die. So let it be known; should anyone harbour notions of rebellion, not only will your own life be forfeit, but that of your family too. Wives, husbands, and any offspring old enough to carry a weapon will also be executed. Two of those we found in the forest were kind enough to have a son with them. Those too young,” he gestured towards the cart of children, “will be taken elsewhere in the Empire to labour for the greater good. We are not monsters. Their efforts may go some way to repay the debt their parents accrued.”
 Elder Harman stepped forward and began to speak, but the Governor cut him off, “One more word from your lips, old man, and I will have you all burned in your homes. Every last one of you.”
When he was happy that the Elder would not interrupt, he continued. “You will all witness this. Radim!” He shouted the last.
Kellan saw a man walk around from beyond the wagon. He had been hidden from view, but now he lumbered around to the women. His head and face were covered with a leather cowl, and his leather waistcoat left his massive arms and shoulders bare. He carried what looked to Kellan like a giant pair of shearing secateurs with handles the length of a grown man’s leg and two viciously sharp looking scythes that curved in towards each other, crossing fully.
Two soldiers stood at either side of each woman, then gripped an arm each and held them still. Tessar Bidean was dragged forward first, the soldiers pulling on her arms so that she was spread-eagled and unable to move at all, with her blouse now hanging about her waist. She tried to resist but the soldiers hauled harder on her arms until she cried out and stopped struggling. The big man, Radim, stood in front of her. He pushed the shears apart until the handles were wide and rested one curved blade on each of her shoulders, then gently brought the handles a little closer until the points met behind her neck.
Her breathing was fast and shallow, her neck circled with bright steel. She knelt there in the stony silence, naked from the waist up, eyes tightly shut until the Governor muttered a command.
Radim brought the handles together with a grunt. Steel sang on steel for a brief moment and the soldiers released the headless body to flop limply to the ground. Kellan fell back, numb. The only sound he could hear was the blood rushing in his ears like the roar of a huge torrent in the spring melt, or a winter gale howling through the peaks. His chest pounded with his racing heart as he scrabbled out from beneath the wooden boards of the porch, eyes burning with dust and tears.
He scrambled to his feet and looked up as the bloodied scythes slowly closed, forming a ring around his mother’s neck, her arms stretched out beside her by two soldiers. He tried to yell out but his throat constricted, and he realised he hadn’t drawn breath since seeing the fate of Tessar Bidean. He gulped down a lungful of air. At that moment, his mother turned her head to him and locked his gaze. She relaxed from her struggles and simply looked at him, a wave of emotions crossing her face. He saw fear and sadness, deep, deep sorrow, but her eyes held only love: love that bridged the gap between them. She was only yards away, yet utterly out of his grasp.
As the scythes closed, Kellan screamed, an animal scream, primal in its power; and he felt something welling up within him, filling him to bursting point and building, building until all around him began to fade. He felt a buzzing in his core like a shaken hornets’ nest ready to burst open. His vision tunnelled on his fallen mother, but he did not see the severed head or bloody body. He only saw that look. Her gaze which spoke of a mother’s immeasurable love for her child. She was seared into his mind, and more unreachable than ever.
Something in his shout must have stirred the crowd into action, for the soldiers turned in his direction, and as one, the villagers pounced. Spurred by mutual fear and loathing, anger and shame, they ran at the soldiers, bearing down on them with fists clenched. While Kellan’s mind swam, the soldiers fought back. Fists and feet were no match for swords and arrows and the villagers began to fall as the massacre began. He was jolted back to reality as a fleeing woman fell on him, an arrow in her back. He never knew who it was, his mind was so fragmented, his thoughts so distant and muffled, but he heard the one word she uttered as he pulled himself from beneath her.
 “Run!”
 It was like waking from a lazy morning doze, thoughts suddenly becoming coherent, control returning to his body. He turned and ran.
 
Kellan sprinted down the narrow path between fields, the cries of the villagers like needles in his ears. Their dying screams chased him down the track. He did not look back, even when he heard the thunder of hooves gaining on him. Another fifty strides would take him into the trees where the mounted soldiers would struggle to follow. His lungs burned with the effort and his legs threatened to give way as he closed on the relative shelter of the trees. He heard a horse’s hooves scuffle and skid across the ground as the rider reined it in just as he barrelled into the woods. He headed downhill, not sure exactly where he was going, but down was easier, and that was where he was most likely to find refuge in another village, though he did not know the way to one.
The shouts grew distant and eventually died out altogether, and Kellan allowed himself a moment to rest. He collapsed on the mossy ground, breathing hard. He looked at his legs and saw how cut and scraped they were from his flight through the trees. His arms, too, had been scratched, and blood wept from his flesh in beads.
 He had never felt so utterly lost. Once, last summer, he had wandered too far into the woods and lost his way. His pa, Jaim, had found him before nightfall, and carried him back in his strong arms. It seemed as though he was no distance at all from the village back then, yet he was lost without doubt. Now, he was not only further from the village than he had ever been, but there was no possibility of return or rescue. He could not cry any more, so he sat and hugged his thin legs to his chest.
Then he heard voices from up the slope. They were searching for him. He rose quickly and ran again, glancing over his shoulder from time to time, listening for his pursuers. Suddenly he crashed into a pile of branches, sending him sprawling on the damp, rocky ground.
He slowly looked up, and to his horror saw feet, dangling not a hand’s width from his face. Every fibre of his being urged him not to look up, to run blindly away, but before he could stop himself he had raised his head.
He screamed. Before him, hanging from a bough, was his father. Face swollen and purple, eyes glazed. And then, like hammer blows, one by one he saw the other five victims, scattered about the edges of the small clearing, tongues bulging from between purple lips. He scratched at his face, trying to erase the images, but his father’s lifeless eyes glared through his frantic hands.
Gagging on the bile that filled his throat, he tore himself away from that place and ran, stumbled, crawled across the stones and dust. Horrors clawed at his back no matter how quickly he went, always just a hair’s breadth from tearing him down and devouring his mind. The back of his neck burned as he plunged on down the mountainside, too terrified to look back. Then his terror was joined by something more powerful.
He felt something terrible rise within him; a horrifying, yet welcome release from the visions that filled his mind. Even as he stumbled on down the slope, he felt a furnace of rage start to burn in the pit of his belly, and a roaring in his ears cut out the sounds of snapping branches and stones sent tumbling down the steep slope. He felt no pain when he tumbled and skidded on the sharp rocks, was barely aware of his surroundings at all, only the volcano building in his core.
On he ran down the mountainside, not caring where he was going, only away. Away from the memory of his mother’s death, his father’s dangling corpse. Away from blood, and swollen faces; headless bodies; terror. Unaware of passing time or distance he plunged on, fuelled by anger, giving himself freely to it, offering his soul to the rage within so that it could scour those images from his mind. He did not care if his being was swept away with it, so long as it took those awful memories and gave him peace, or oblivion.
He fell; weightless in free-fall for blessed seconds before hitting the icy river. The shock smashed away the muzzy walls that had almost shut him from the world outside, forcing him back to reality. Rage shattered like glass, giving way once again to fear, and despair as the foaming waters whisked him down rapid after rapid, tossing him, plunging him, dragging him down before throwing him up for a brief staccato gasp of air, then on down the torrent.
Then into free-fall once more, the roar of the waterfall echoing round the steep sided valley, but in those moments in space, a calm fell upon him. A perfect stillness. Detached as he was from the world, those blessed seconds freed him from his pain, both from the overwhelming sense of loss he felt, and from the damage to his battered body. The world was an arm’s length away, and rushing beside him as he began the calm slide downwards. Here in this place, above the water with its icy needles, below the jagged peaks with stones that cut flesh, he was untouchable, and utterly, utterly safe. He was in the womb, wrapped in soft torpor, the only sound, that of his mother’s heart. It had time to beat twice.
 Then into the depths once more.
 This time with no more fight to give.
 
The Emissary watched from his place of safety, drawn to this boy with a strength he had never before felt. Fate drew all emissaries to the lives of heroes, and tragedies in the making. It was how stories were gathered to be written in the ‘Book of Lives’, since the Gods appointed them to their sacred duty. He did not care to guess at the number of tales he had told in those great halls, for the entertainment of his fellow Emissaries, whilst Athusilan transcribed the stories onto the pages of his Book.
He had been witness to the telling of many times more. Lovers, heroes, villains and kings, rulers, usurpers, the low and the mighty; if they had a story worth telling, the Emissaries were drawn to them. Observe and tell, watch and report. So it went on, saving the deeds of the worthy on the Many Worlds from the heedless persistence of time.
 And this child drew the Emissary along his path, with an irresistible intensity. The Emissary was unable to stray from this tale, held transfixed in these the final moments of the young boy’s life. He watched the tiny body thrown from the precipice, plunging down towards the heaving waters below, and knew that this was the end of the thread. This little life that had pulled him in, as surely as a nail to a magnet, was coming to an end.
So why the attraction? He had been drawn to the child, not the dark swarm of the Daemon that had taken residence within. He knew too what that dark swarm meant. Knew the fate of this world as certainly as the others he had seen, or heard of, when the Daemon had arrived in those places. Yet as the child was sucked down into the cold depths the lure grew stronger. He followed as the life force guttered within the small body and watched from his seclusion; bewitched by events.
It could not end here, surely.
 Then, without thought, he reached a hand into the boy’s world, across a chasm never meant to be bridged, and grasped the tiny wrist.
Pain. He had never felt pain before. The icy waters stabbed at his skin, inflicting sensations never meant to be experienced by a being created for another plane. The bridge between the Emissary and boy became so much more than a physical one. The Emissary was at once invigorated, and appalled.
 Was this really what being alive on the Many Worlds felt like? How did they endure it?
He dragged the boy from the water, placing the limp body on the bank, and withdrew his hand in horror. As sensation fled, realisation dawned. No Emissary had ever touched the Many Worlds. It was unthinkable for them.
 Then, a tremor that had started at the moment he reached for the boy, but he had not acknowledged, reached a level he could not ignore. His plane had been rocked by the incursion, and shuddered in protest.
 There would be a reckoning.
 
 
 




Chapter Two
 
 
Beginnings…
 
The Emissary felt the eyes of his peers on him as he walked the length of the Hall. They were standing in groups or alone, suddenly quiet, silently watching as his soft footsteps echoed in the vaulted ceiling. He came to a stop a few paces short of the long table, at the head of which sat the white haired Athusilan. The scribe wrote steadily in the ‘Book of Lives’, pausing only to dip his quill into the ink pot set on the table to his right. He did not look up, even as his pen stopped midway between pot and page. Then he spoke.
 “It is a terrible thing,” he began. “What you have done has no precedent. I have filled these pages with the deeds of Men, as instructed since the creation. You, for your part, have brought the stories to me. To us.” He indicated the other Emissaries with a wave of his quill. “Always without bias or favour. I believe it was you who told the tale of the massacre of Bennazir, though the only part you played was that of an Emissary. It was you, too, who brought the tragedy of Mal’manath to our ears, and yet again you did not interfere. How many lives do you think have felt the hand, benign or otherwise, of an Emissary?” He gestured at the Book of Lives.
 “I cannot tell what drove me to it,” he replied, “for I do not know. I only know that I felt a compulsion to act that I could not ignore.”
 Athusilan lifted his ice-blue eyes to meet the Emissary’s and looked intently at him.
 “Compulsion?” he repeated.
 “It is not a thing that I can easily explain,” the Emissary continued, “but there was something within the boy that had to be saved.”
 “Something within? The Daemon is within that child. You know what that means for their world. They are lost. There is nothing left to save but their stories. We are entrusted, by the Gods themselves to carry this out.” Athusilan’s quill still hovered between the page and ink pot.
The Emissary bowed his head in thought for a moment. “The Gods are no more,” he said slowly. “The Many Worlds fall one after the other and are turned to dust. I question our purpose.”
The Hall had been silent before, but now the quiet boomed as every Emissary froze at his words. Athusilan’s only reaction was a slight widening of his eyes. “You question our purpose?”
 “Up until the moment I reached for that boy I was utterly true to the gathering of stories. But tell me this: when the Many Worlds have all vanished and we are alone, what will you write in that book then? Will the final chapter tell of our loneliness for the rest of eternity, or will it document our last days as the Daemon is unleashed upon us too?”
 “If there is an End of Times, then we should be there to add it to the chronicles. If the Daemon itself devours this place then I shall pass with ink on my quill, and my duty fulfilled.” Athusilan spoke quietly with a cast iron conviction.
 “Again,” the Emissary said, “up until that moment, we were in complete agreement. Something has changed. I felt it then, and am convinced of it now. The Book of Lives is an account of the greatest achievements of the Gods’ finest creation, the Many Worlds. The Gods are lost and their creation is being devoured one piece at a time. There must be more.”
 Athusilan looked at the page before him and slowly shook his head, “There is no precedent. I cannot be asked to judge you, an immortal. I am a chronicler, no more. It falls to your fellow Emissaries to decide your fate, but I fear you have lost their trust.” His quill continued to the ink pot, then came down upon the page and continued the flowing script as though it had never ceased. The audience was over.
 “There is always hope,” he replied.
 The Emissary turned to face his peers.
 
He awoke in a bed, with an indescribable feeling of alien-ness permeating his body. The bed was hard, a thin mattress on a wooden pallet he guessed. There was a gentle sound of weeping. Slowly he opened his eyes to a wan light. He saw wooden rafters overhead. A candle burned beside him. He felt an odd pressure in his chest, slowly growing in intensity as he rolled his head sleepily on the lumpy pillow. A woman knelt beside the bed with her head in her hands, sobbing softly.
The urgency in his chest grew, becoming intolerable. Suddenly, not of his own volition, he drew in a ragged gasp, flooding his lungs with air. The woman staggered back, falling onto the bare floorboards as he held that breath for a few sweet seconds.
Breathe!
As his lungs took over and drew successive gulps of air over his parched tongue, the woman screamed. He heard the clatter of footsteps, and then the door burst open into the room. He was breathing heavily with panic and fear as he tried to get up, but his body was slow to respond and punished him with horrid sensations that hampered his efforts.
Pain!
The woman, a plain faced redhead of middle age gaped at him, wide eyed, as he forced himself up onto his elbows. Strong arms pushed him back onto the bed.
 “Father?” He heard a voice beside him.
 “How is this possible?” Another voice.
 “A miracle!” A woman’s voice.
 A rough hand felt his wrist as he lay trying to orient himself.
 “His heart beats strongly.”
 “Wha…” he tried to speak.
 “Quick, some water,” the nearest voice said.
A cup was placed to his lips and tipped up as a strong hand held his head back. He spluttered as the water ran down his throat, but again, after a few attempts his body took over, and reflexively swallowed some water. Then he was laid back onto the bed. There was an awful tightness in his chest and gnawing hollowness in his belly.
Fear?
 His mind slowly caught up with events.
Banishment! Mortality!
 
 He sat at a simple wooden table with the woman from earlier and two young men, broad shouldered, concern etched into their faces. The woman had a hand laid on his, squeezing gently from time to time, and trembling a little.
 “You have had a terrible fever, my love,” she said, “You are bound to be confused. We thought we had lost you. You were gone for some minutes.”
He stared at the table, unwilling to meet their gazes. He was assailed by all manner of unnamed emotions. How these simple people functioned at all with so much internal turmoil was beyond him.
 “Father?” one of the young men said, “what do you remember? Please try.”
 He only shook his head. What cruelty to involve these poor people. Giving them to believe their loved one had been returned to them, when he was merely a husk, carrying the remains of a once immortal being.
 “Do you remember your boys?” she said, encouraging him. “Simeon and Darred?” The young men nodded eagerly at him.
 “What do you remember?” the first repeated.
 “I am sorry, good people, but your husband, your father, is dead.”
 She squeezed his hand tighter and spoke as to a child. “Don’t be silly now, my love. You will feel better soon. A nice meal and some rest and you will be right as rain again.”
 “Would you care for a walk outside, Father?” asked the other youngster. “Seeing the farm might jog your memory, and the fresh air might…”
He shook his head. They sat in awkward silence while the woman got up and dished up a plate of steaming stew with chunky bread and placed it in front of him. He must have been hungry because he wolfed it down. He ate a second helping, which brought smiles to the watchers’ faces.
 “Not lost your appetite then, Father,” said a son. Simeon, he thought. It was an amazing sensation, eating this simple stew. He had never eaten through hunger, only as a social function with his fellows in the Great Hall. This was something completely new and he felt a thrill of relief with every swallow. How could the simplest of everyday functions bring about so much pleasure, and what else had he been missing?
At the end of his meal, he felt a new emotion, perhaps guilt at enjoying the meal so much while his hosts worried. He would learn all these feelings with time, like a child he would learn through experience. But there were more pressing matters to attend to.
 “I should leave you to your mourning,” said the Emissary. “I would be grateful for some items though.”
 
 And so he left them. He packed a bag while the poor woman watched, wringing her hands and trying to get him to stay. Some spare clothes, food that would keep for a few days, a simple knife, tinderbox and a shaving kit.
 “From Simeon,” she said, “Last Nameday. Remember?”
He took it and gently opened the case, touched the razor and strop, and looked at his new face in the little mirror. He touched the unfamiliar features, tracing their contours. The weathered features of a man accustomed to long periods outdoors stared back through brown eyes. His hair was still dark, though greying at the temples.
 “How old was I that day?” he asked.
 “Forty two. We have been married for more than half that.” she replied. “Bartram, try to remember.”
 “I am not that man,” he said.
 Then he walked out of the house and did not look back.
 
 Fate had placed him in Dasar, a little way north of the main city of Moshet. He knew that he would have to travel north towards the White River and cross into the Northlands to find the boy he had saved. Nothing was more important now than finding that child and sheltering him from harm.
 He felt so alone and vulnerable at that moment, walking from that house into a damned land. Fragile and mortal, and so naïve to the real ways of this world. Having watched men for so long, following their every deed, he had no real notion of how to be a man in the real, as he now thought of it.
 Following the road ahead would take him to the town of Hillfoot, then onwards to the White River, then to begin the search in earnest. He tried not to think of the size of the task ahead of him, and how futile his intentions were.
 But there was always hope.
 
 
 




Chapter Three
 
 
Dashiya. The last Kingdom yet to fall to the Korathean Empire - on this continent, at least. After that, perhaps the Eastern Kingdoms would be next, across the Ashkelit Ocean, or the Jendayan Empire to the south-west across the Adorim Sea. The Northern Steppes of the Hetai Nomads could have their independence, not that those savages had any idea of the greatness of the Empire. Let them have their ice blasted wasteland. For now, however, Dashiya was about to fall. ‘To the glory of the Empire’.
Merat Fol’Ashar, the great Korathean General; or Hatar, as the rank was known, rode out to inspect his command. From his mount he looked at the amassed soldiers, nodding to a few as he did so. Their gleaming armour was trimmed with the blue-green worn by all Korathean soldiers, although only Merat wore a cloak; the Infantry did not need that hindrance on the battlefield.
He was fifty two last Nameday and looked forward to retirement in glorious victory. He had already received the highest honours possible in the Korathean Empire, but sealing this final victory would ensure his place in history. His name would be sung down the ages in ballad and song as the man who finally crushed the last vestiges of resistance on the Korathean continent.
Most Heavy Infantry came from the breeder camps in Kor’Habat, but he had joined at sixteen from a farming family. Unusually strong and quick witted, he had risen through the ranks rapidly, achieving Hatar at only thirty four. He was greatly respected by the ranks within the Heavy Infantry, themselves the pride of the Korathean army. They were enormous men; every one bred for battle and trained from childhood. They were feared wherever they were known.
The breeder camps in Kor’Habat used the best stock from the Heavy Infantry and put them to the Harami, women chosen for their own physical strength and size. This was a centuries old tradition, and the result was a subset within Korathean society, the members of which were on a different physical scale to everyone else. The greatest thing that a Haram could do was bear a son for the Empire. Within the complex of breeder camps, Shol’Hara, a whole community existed purely to fuel the military might of the Korathean Empire. Merat himself had sired several children within Shol’Hara, thus ensuring the future of his bloodline.
His head was shaved but for a topknot which signified his rank, and he ran a coarse hand over his scalp as he approached the main body of the army. The rebels they had driven back this far had proven resilient and more than a little adept on the battlefield, but they had been using hit and run tactics, fighting small battles as and when it suited them, using the terrain to their advantage. He respected them for it; even admired their courage, but would not hesitate to crush them now.
He had them cornered, of course; had driven them deep into the Kingdom of Dashiya, right up to the capital, Hadaiti, and pushed their backs against the hellish sands of the Stygian desert. They had no choice but to fight an open battle now. No tree cover; only minor hills; and no rivers. This was where the Heavy Infantry excelled. Their heavy armour and huge strength could stifle an enemy.
Hatar Merat Fol’Ashar surveyed the ranks of men before him. Sixty thousand Heavy Infantry, some twelve thousand archers, and eight thousand mounted cavalry made up his vast army. Their breath steamed in the chill of the spring morning, hanging like mist in the still air. The leader of the Empire, the Kodistai, had given him full control of the greatest army ever assembled on a single battlefield. This was to be a crushing victory leaving no doubt as to who ruled this continent. No quarter would be given. He felt a pang of regret that this great journey was coming to an end. He had enjoyed the game played with those that he had pursued these last years, but the time for sport was over.
He expected resistance. His scouts had brought news of deals being struck with the Eastern Kingdoms, and war engines being built by their artisans. Everyone had heard tell of the Eastern Kingdoms’ fabled war engines, and how they could crush men like insects, but Merat preferred to deal with the reality of flesh, bone and steel, not fantastical tales and implausible figments. The mercenary band led by ‘Scurrilous’ Blunt would no doubt give a fair account of themselves, but against such odds? It was no secret that the merchant ruler of Dashiya had employed the hire-sword to lead the defence of Hadaiti. His people were traders, not men of battle.
 Then there were the rumours of the ‘man who was not a man’, the Northlander with the mark on his face, who killed at will.
Again, Merat knew how stories grew in the telling and wondered how this man would stack up against the finest soldiers ever known. He wondered if, in the telling, he would be remembered as being twenty feet tall, with eyes of fire and breath that scoured the land. He smiled at that.
Despite these few minor concerns, eighty thousand men could not fail to defeat a ragtag army of some twenty thousand. The Heavy Infantry were accustomed to defeating greater numbers than their own, so he could be quite confident of victory.
Merat gave the order to advance, and the first of the pipers began to play their merry tune at the head of the army. Others joined, and on the same note the army, as one, began to advance. The ground shook beneath their feet. Merat took a letter from his tunic. It was traditional to sue for peace before any battle, and this was no different. A messenger had been sent with demands and conditions for surrender. The demands, penned by Merat himself, had ended by stating that they were outnumbered four to one by the largest force ever assembled, the Korathean army held the relative high ground and that the Heavy Infantry had never lost a battle in which they held the greater number. Scrawled over this letter in coarse script he read the words:
 
Imagine your embarrassment.
 
 Scurrilous Blunt no doubt. He chuckled at the courage of such a statement again, and not for the first time felt more than a little admiration for these men laughing in the face of death. For when the hour came, they would all die.
 
The army came to a halt looking down the gentle slope at the assembled rebels, a mixed bag of mercenaries, Dashiyans and assorted groups of other dissenters from the provinces within the Korathean Empire. Mecians, Kylyptians, Bal Morans, Arbis Morans, Dasaris, Pashwaris, the lot. At the head of the foremost centre column of the vast Korathean force, two infantrymen looked ahead, their helmet visors up.
 “I am told you are retiring soon, Jaled,” said the younger of the two. “I wondered if you were struggling to keep up with the rest of us.”
 Jaled grinned, “This will be my last outing, right enough Sorrel. No doubt you will miss my guidance. I, for one, will not miss the mud.”
 “Well, it would appear that we will all be given a break from the mud soon enough. This rabble will not stand, and then I fear it will be a quiet life in a provincial garrison, nipping rebellion in the bud,” said Sorrel.
 “Worried that those fractious villagers will be too much for you to handle?” Jaled teased.
 “I think not,” Sorrel replied with a laugh. “Anyway, what will you fill your days with?”
 “I have given the best part of twenty years to the Infantry, but I feel my talents would be put to better use elsewhere in my service to the Empire,” Jaled said cryptically.
 Sorrel eyed him suspiciously, “What are you up to, old man?”
Jaled leaned closer and glanced around conspiratorially. “It seems the Empire considers me to be of sufficient pedigree to be put to a few of those Harami wenches in Shol’Hara,” he said softly.
 “Careful,” Sorrel warned, turning to him. “My mother was one of those Harami wenches.”
 “As was mine,” Jaled replied, “but still, tell me you’re not jealous. ‘To the glory of the Empire’, my boy. ‘To the glory of the Empire’.”
 Sorrel smiled despite himself, “All right, just a bit jealous. But to be honest, I prefer my women a little more,” he paused, “dainty.”
 Jaled made a face of mock horror. “A skinny waif of a thing over a fine, full bodied Haram? Are you sure it isn’t boys you prefer?”
 “Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy a fuller body from time to time, but…”
 “But you’re afraid they might break you, is that it? Jaled joked.
 “Shh.” Sorrel silenced his friend and nodded towards the plain between the two armies. A lone figure was walking towards them. A man, probably. He was unhurried, almost casual as he closed the distance between them.
 “Unarmoured,” muttered Jaled. “No doubt coming to concede the battle.”
The figure slowed roughly midway between the armies, four hundred yards from the front of the Infantry column, and stopped. The soldiers squinted at the distant figure. As they watched, the figure took an arrow from a quiver and nocked it in a longbow, then slowly drew the bowstring back.
The figure released the arrow. Jaled and Sorrel exchanged bemused looks, and looked back at the already retreating figure, sauntering back to his own lines.
The arrow struck Jaled in the throat, an impossible shot, piercing the flexible mail that bridged the breastplate and helmet face guard. Sorrel stared in disbelief at the arrowhead protruding from the back of his fellow’s neck and recognised it as a broad tipped arrow, not one suitable for piercing armour. A pair of finger widths higher or lower, and the arrow would have skidded off plate. He stared at the retreating man, lowering his visor even as he heard visors being lowered all around him. Jaled fell slowly to the ground.
 
Kellan made his way back through the assembled army, still enveloped in the calm cocoon with which he had enshrouded his mind. It was with an effort of will that he forcibly surfaced from that state, he could never communicate meaningfully with anyone anyway when he gave himself to that place in his head.
It was not that he was not in control of his body; it was quite the opposite. Rather, it was a different sort of control; far finer and more precise. The act of forming and imparting simple sentences, or even making sense of what those around him were saying was a skill that was quite beyond him during those periods. The areas of his mind that dealt with other people became as if they were packed with wool and of no relevance to the all-important control of the body. With the extraneous babble of the self curbed, he was free to master the physical.
 He was a man now. Fifteen winters had passed since he had nearly drowned in the river, but that moment in free-fall from the waterfall had given him an anchor in tranquillity that he held onto at times like this.
Normality slithered back into his mind like an unwelcome guest as he made his way to Blunt’s tent. It was pitched on the highest piece of ground on their side of the shallow depression that separated the two armies. Kellan welcomed the warmth of the brazier that burned in the centre of the tent. The day would heat up as the sun rose, but it was still cold in the early hours.
 The rebel army formed a defensive arc around the only access to Hadaiti. With the Adorim Sea to the west, and the black sands of the Stygian Desert to the south and east, it would funnel the Heavy Infantry towards a narrow gap of some two hundred yards wide. Of course it also meant that there was nowhere to run to should their gambit fail.
Kilarn ‘Scurrilous’ Bluntis, Scurrilous Blunt to all who knew him or knew of him, looked up from the map. He was leaning on his fists, thick arms rigid. His shaved head glistened in the heat of the tent.
 “Have you seen them off then?” he asked.
 “Just the one,” Kellan replied.
Scurrilous Blunt eyed him for a few seconds before speaking to the man to his right, King Rashun of Dashiya. “Young Kellan Aemoran, Your Majesty,” he introduced Kellan. “A demon on the battlefield; seems to hate the Empire more than any one of us. Is that not so, Kellan?”
 “There will be plenty of time for killing Koratheans,” Olimar Bluntis put in before Kellan could answer.
 “Your son is right,” said King Rashun. “But clearly this young man is blessed with the impatience of youth. And I applaud him.” The king clapped his hands slowly, smiling appreciatively.
 Kellan gave a shallow bow. “I have scores to settle, Your Majesty.”
 “Then you have come to the right place,” the King replied. “Take your fight to the steps of the Kodistai’s palace in Kor’Habat itself with my blessings. As I have told Mister Bluntis; I will personally double whatever he is paying his men for this day’s battle; should you win.”
 “Oh, young Kellan is not in this for the gold,” said Scurrilous. “He chose to join my band of hired swords for free. Two meals a day and a bedroll near the fire is all he asks. I insist on his accepting a small remittance.”
 “You see this as recreation then?” asked the King.
 “It keeps my mind occupied,” Kellan replied. “Forgive me; I was looking for the Historian.”
 “Last seen heading for those bloody contraptions,” Scurrilous said before remembering his company and making an apologetic gesture.
Also in the tent were four of the engineers from the Eastern Kingdoms. They appeared not to be offended by the comment, but those Eastern types were hard to read, with their dark skin and narrow eyes. They had brought with them great war engines that Kellan could not hope to understand; but Dashiyan gold had bought their services, and Dashiyans never spent unwisely. This was a kingdom built on trade and not military prowess and so Scurrilous Blunt had been hired to command the assembled army.
 The only woman present was the mercenary, Valia. She was part of Blunt’s band and a keen tactician, as well as a fearsome fighter, broad shouldered and a head taller than the average man. She drew their attention back to the matter they had been discussing before Kellan’s arrival.
 “The challenge will be to draw them in here,” Valia said, pointing to the map. She had been squeezing her long, dark braid in her fist impatiently, but threw it back over her shoulder now.
 “No challenge,” said Olimar. “There is nowhere else for them to go.”
 “Merat Fol’Ashar is no fool, Olimar, he will see that he is being sucked into a funnel,” Valia replied, shaking her head.
 “He will be confident in the Heavy Infantry, and will happily commit numbers here,” Olimar said as he pointed loosely to an area on the map.
 “Perhaps, but I would be happier if we moved the Mecians here, and drew their cavalry here.” She slid some markers across the map. “That way we can be sure of their committing the Heavy Infantry to a frontal assault, whilst tempting their horsemen with our archers’ flanks.”
 “Valia is right,” said Scurrilous Blunt. “We should lighten the eastern defences just enough to be tempting without being too obvious.”
 Olimar stiffened a little, but nodded his agreement.
 There were others in the tent: some Dashiyan Generals, obviously uncomfortable at having a mercenary in charge of their army; as well as some of the officers from the various other factions opposed to the Empire. Kellan did not know their names, nor did he wish to know them. He was here for one reason alone.
 With the return of the tactical discussion, he slipped from the tent.
 In the distance the Korathean Army was visible. They were apparently unhurried despite his early attack. He knew that they would not rise to it, but could not resist sending a message of his own. They would attack at the appointed time; such was the lunacy of their war.
We will burn your villages and slaughter your children, but it would be discourteous to attack a moment before the designated hour.
He spotted Elan among the Dashiyan archers and waved. Elan was easy to spot in a crowd. He was not particularly tall or broad, but he had the faint green hue of a forest dwelling Lythurian. Most of the other archers were keeping a wary distance between this strange man and themselves, but the few who knew him were easier in his presence. When he was close enough, Kellan threw a quiver of arrows to him. Elan caught them easily.
 “Have you seen Granger or Truman?” Kellan asked without stopping.
 “By the catapult,” Elan replied, pointing towards one of the war engines. “And Kellan…?”
 Kellan slowed and turned his head.
 “Be careful, my friend,” the Lythurian said.
 Kellan gave a dismissive wave. “And you,” he said as he walked away, “Look after Valia, or Truman will have your head.”
The rebel army was forming up as commands were barked from the general direction of the tent he had just left. Once out of the company of royalty, Scurrilous Blunt’s language returned to its usual base level, and curses were shouted at the various officers and soldiers under his command.
Kellan found the Historian with the poet, Truman, admiring an unlikely looking contraption, half covered with a heavy, mottled sheet.
 “Kellan,” the Historian said warmly. “How are you feeling?”
 “In control,” he replied with a smile.
The Historian put his hand on Kellan’s shoulder in a fatherly way and studied him, concern etched on his face.
 “‘Boldly and without guilt’s burden, the righteous march into battle’,” said Truman
 “One of yours?” asked Kellan.
 “Fate! No,” he replied, “From Athur’s ‘The Undaunted Spirits’.”
 “You can give me the full version at the end of this,” said Kellan.
 “I wouldn’t subject you to that particular horror, dear friend,” the poet laughed.
 “What have we here, Granger?” Kellan asked, nodding towards the war engine.
 The Historian shrugged. “Fascinating. A catapult of one sort or another, though I think it is the projectile itself that holds most interest in this case.”
 “How sad that a culture should put so much effort into mechanising death,” Truman said, smoothing his moustaches with a thumb and forefinger.
 “Projectile?” Kellan raised an eyebrow, ignoring the poet’s interruption.
 Granger indicated the huge shaft resting on the cradle. It looked like a slender tree trunk, as thick as Kellan’s thigh and at least five strides long.
 “Not a standard siege weapon at all,” he said. “Though I am fairly sure that it could put a dent in a defensive wall or paling, I suspect this is designed to be used against men. Particularly those men.” He nodded towards the Korathean army.
One of the Eastern engineers muttered unintelligibly as he pushed past them to fully conceal the device from prying eyes. He snapped the sheet back over the thing curtly, and placing himself between them and the weapon, crossed his arms defensively.
 “No more than they deserve,” said Kellan, ignoring the secretive engineer.
 “Perhaps,” said Granger. “But all the same I would counsel against getting too far ahead of the main body of the army. The engineers will be aware of the positions of our battalions, but not one man on his own. Please, try to be restrained today.”
 “You know it is not easy,” said Kellan, staring at nothing.
 “I know how hard you have worked to control it,” said Granger. “You have tried to explain to me how you are able to channel those urges differently. But I still see you swept away by it.”
 “I am in control,” Kellan said again. “And this way, it is as though I am able to release the pressure in small amounts before it builds. I need this outlet.”
 “Of course,” said Granger nodding solemnly. “I still worry for you. For all of us.”
 “For them?” he asked looking at the Korathean army.
 “Even for them.” Granger replied with a sad smile.
 “How many?” asked Truman, his hand resting on the pommel of the slender blade at his side.
 “Some are saying eighty thousand all told,” said Kellan.
 Truman shook his head slowly. “It seems hopeless.”
 “There is always hope, Truman,” said Granger. “There is always hope.”
 
Sorrel held his broad, curved sword and square shield in white knuckles, barely able to refrain from charging when the pipers took up their tune. This time the boy musicians remained where they were standing and the columns of Heavy Infantry filed past them into battle. He stared grimly ahead at the thin line of defenders strung out across a two hundred yard gap. A mixture of pikemen and swordsmen with archers to the rear, and a pitiful collection of mounted cavalry made up the defences. At most, the line was fifty men deep, thinner in places, and if those cavalry allowed themselves to be hemmed in behind the foot soldiers, this would be over by mid-day.
Five hundred yards.
He would have revenge for the cowardly attack. There was to be no killing before the appointed hour. To attack before then was the lowest form of treachery. These rebels clearly had no honour, and Sorrel Fol’Rudein would make them pay with their blood.
Four hundred yards.
 Sorrel felt his heart begin to pound in his chest. It was not through fear, but eagerness: the thrill of the advance; the expectation of deeds to come; fervour almost sexual in its potency. He could feel those same emotions building in those around him by the second. It was tangible.
Three hundred yards.
 They would be quaking now. If the weakness at their knees did not have them turning to flee, then the footfalls of sixty thousand armoured men should shake the ground enough to throw them from their feet. They would know fear before they died.
Two hundred yards.
No volleys of arrows yet. At least they were not foolish enough to try and pierce armour at this range, and soon, with shields locked together the Heavy Infantry would render themselves impervious to arrows until they were upon the hapless defenders. On a low tower, behind the foolhardy rebels, a signaller waved his flags in coded message to his captains, their commander at his side, bellowing orders that were drowned out by the sound of the Korathean army.
One hundred yards.
Sorrel raised his shield against the threat of archers and watched the line of defenders break. At first he felt a surge as he thought they were fleeing, but they were merely creating gaps in the line to expose…
What?
 Sorrel almost faltered when he saw what poured from those gaps.
 
 Scurrilous Blunt bellowed his orders from the low tower. He needn’t have shouted; he was too far away to be heard and the signaller was there to relay those messages by flag.
 “Break the line! To your markers, you lazy dogs!” he yelled.
 At the front of every war engine, a hole appeared in the defensive line, wide enough for the shrewd eyed engineers to fire their ordnance.
Olimar Bluntis had taken up his position as captain of the mercenary band, and stepped aside just in time to see a massive disc, some five strides across, skim past him and down the gap, blurred by the spin. He felt the wind of its passing and watched as, by some artifice, it maintained its height above the ground towards the approaching Korathean soldiers. It was rimmed with blades and chains, hissing as they passed.
The gyrating disc sailed lazily towards the enemy no faster than a man could run, and smashed into armour, its rapid rotation transferring overwhelming energy into the Heavy Infantry. Armour buckled and bodies shattered under the weight of the spinning disc and its whirring weaponry. The disc scattered bodies and weapons as it carved its way through the column, finally losing its measured trajectory and bucking into the air when one of the blades bit the ground. It crashed down again, still spinning, on its edge and ploughed on into the side of an adjacent column, crushing and maiming as it went. From his vantage point, at that distance, it looked to Blunt like a wheel thrown from a cart and rolling through a field of young barley, crushing the delicately regimented stems beneath it. It finally came to a stop, balancing on its edge for a moment before falling flat, crushing half a dozen more men.
A bolt from a massive catapult arced towards the Heavy Infantry, splitting in two as it approached but joined by a chain at the tip. The chain ripped into a column at waist height, tearing the first three rows of men in two while the trailing ends of the bolt whipped round, smashing their steel studded lengths into yet more men.
 Boulders the size of carts rained down on the columns, crushing the slow moving infantry into the soil, bouncing and rolling into others.
Then, with the normally ordered columns stumbling over the bodies of their dead brothers, and struggling to lock shields with their neighbours, the deadly hail of arrows arrived.
 
Sorrel watched in horror as the first whirring, humming disc glided over the ground at chest height and smashed the column to his right. He was struck by flying pieces of armour, some still with body parts in them, and immediately covered in blood. It rang off armour and screeched as it tumbled back out of view leaving carnage in its wake. Then to his left, that column was crushed back by some sort of giant chain weapon. All the while, rocks and great steel boluses too large to fend off crushed men.
He raised his shield just in time to defend against the volley of arrows that arrived unheeded. He, like all those around him, was too stunned by the shock of the heavy weapons to look beyond that threat. But armour-piercing arrows killed just as surely at this range. He fell to one knee, feeling the arrows drum into his shield, and saw his comrades fall for failing to notice.
 The huge weapons still poured from behind the defenders, smashing dozens at a time, but Sorrel found that with most of his column devastated, he was not constrained by his formation and was able to dodge and duck. It was with some relief that he heard the call to charge, the same shrill three notes played three times over by the trumpeters. There was still nearly a hundred yards to go, heavy work in this armour, but he would have run a hundred miles to face the enemy man-to-man instead of this hellish rain.
Those around him were clearly of the same mind as they broke formation and charged, bellowing their fury at the enemy. He knew he should save his breath for the fight, but could not suppress a shout of rage. Catapults still launched over the tops of the defenders’ heads, but that ordnance was landing on those behind Sorrel, and he cared little for them now.
 Only revenge.
Fifty yards.
The defensive line had closed again. A wall of lightly armoured pikemen stood between the charging Heavy Infantry and the soft throats of those infernal engineers with their cowardly engines. They would be made to suffer.
 Sorrel had fallen behind some of his fellows in the race to draw first blood. The defenders stood firm, each man rooted to the spot; and Sorrel was glad that they would have time to know fear.
 Then a man stepped through from behind the front rank and gracefully trotted towards the Korathean soldiers.
Unarmoured? Through vision clouded with rage and fatigue, Sorrel watched the man calmly step and weave, stabbing with a dagger in his left hand and thrusting with a shortsword in his right. Every jab found a weak point in armour; the mail at the neck and armpit, sliding the blade under plate to pierce vital organs, and always avoiding the Korathean weapons. As the man worked his way towards Sorrel, the Infantryman prepared to strike him down. He scythed the vicious blade through the air at the man’s midriff, but the fighter easily danced around the attack and drove the dagger upwards into Sorrels throat. Sorrel dropped his sword and tried to grapple with the man even as he died, but his scrabbling hands slid off of his attacker feebly. As he died he thought how odd that man’s face had been: not just for the dark mark that covered the left side, but for the utter lack of emotion evident in his eyes. He could have been herding sheep as much as killing men.
 
 Merat watched with growing disquiet the ease with which the war engines were killing his men. Even from his meagre vantage point the carnage was evident.
How many had fallen in the first minutes? A thousand?
He could hear the humming of those massive discs as they lazily sailed towards the ranks, a throbbing he felt in his belly. Then came the sickening crunch of armour and bone as the unstoppable objects tossed his soldiers aside like broken rag dolls.
The volleys of arrows, normally easily defended against with regimented, disciplined soldiers, were taking their toll too, as order broke down among the ranks. He was proud to see that none fled, but without structure they were vulnerable. He was hesitant for a rare moment in his career.
 To sound the retreat would doubtless save many of his men’s lives, but even then a large number would be within range of those war engines whilst falling back.
Then what? Rethink my strategy whilst the enemy take heart from an early victory.
 But they were not yet close enough to sound the charge. Running in heavy armour would sap their strength, even over a hundred yards. He would rather have that distance halved, but few would make it that far at this rate.
 So it was with reluctance that he gave the order to charge, and the trumpeters rang out the command even as he ordered his cavalry to prepare and his archers to advance to within range of the defensive line.
With the frontal assault under way, even tired Infantrymen would force the defenders to expose that eastern flank to cavalry. Then to silence those blasted machines.
 
 Scurrilous Blunt watched the charge begin, and hoped the men arrayed before him had the nerve to hold for long enough.
 “Hold your bloody ground you sons of sows. Any man who breaks before the order will wear his bollocks for a bloody necklace!” he shouted.
No-one could hear him over the din of course, but he felt comfortable hurling abuse, and he needed to be relaxed to concentrate. He nodded approvingly as he saw a cohort of Korathean cavalry circling south-east and checked that the markers were all intact. The flags they had erected to mark the strategic points within their own ranks were vital to avoid killing their own. All appeared as it should. The first of the Heavy Infantry met a Dasari pikeman, knocking the pike aside easily and felling the Dasari before himself being impaled by the defender’s fellows. Blunt cursed and wondered if the Dasari were up to the task.
 He was reassured as more Heavy Infantry slammed into the defensive line, and while it buckled under the momentum of the massive armoured troops, it held. The pikemen carried shields that were almost the height of a man as well as their long pikes, so those at the front formed a wall as those a rank behind stabbed over their heads at the enemy. It would not hold for long, but it did not need to.
When he judged the moment right, he called to the signaller to give the order. The coded flags sent the message to the watching Captains on the ground who shouted their own orders to their men. The line broke at its centre and Defenders retreated back and to the side, like a breached dam wall. The front line held their shields steady as they fell back in a carefully practised formation, forming a funnel that the attackers could not help but be swept through. The Heavy Infantry flowed through the breach, fifty yards across and growing, forced through by the weight of those behind them, and they poured into the gap in their thousands. Blunt watched as the sea of armour washed into the area before him and what had been an empty ‘courtyard’ moments before filled with gleaming steel and cries of victory..
The defenders fled to points behind the markers as camouflage sheets were pulled from still more war engines.
 Those Koratheans at the front saw their fate even as the engineers fired the weapons. Dozens of Ballistas - giant crossbows - fired in volleys, their steel bolts ripping the Koratheans to shreds. The massive broad-headed bolts, a yard across, killed a dozen before coming to rest. It took six men to load each bolt even while four others worked the winches to reset the cable, but still, there was no break in the volleys as the well drilled engineers reloaded and fired time after time, with cruel efficiency.
 Nothing outside the markers was safe. A few defenders fell, too slow to make the safety of the flags, but the number of Koratheans killed was far greater.
 Even those at the edges of the breach who had someone to fight were so distracted by the wholesale massacre just a short stride away, that they fell easily to the swords and pikes of the defenders, and as more poured forward and were cut down, the cavalry charged the eastern flank.
 
Olimar Bluntis took charge of the eastern flank. This was where the two hundred strong mercenary band held position along with two hundred Eritanian spear men, whose javelins would prove useful soon. Behind them, a further two hundred archers peeled off from the main archery and took up position in readiness. From his tower, Olimar’s father had seen the approaching cavalry in their heavy armour, circling, and had given the order to make ready.
Dozens of carthorses fidgeted between the footsoldiers and archers. The horses were hitched in teams of four to stout ropes that lay buried in a shallow layer of dusty soil. The ropes ran in the direction of the oncoming cavalry, disappearing a few finger widths underground before they reached the backs of the waiting Eritanians and mercenaries. Grooms held the nervous beasts steady.
Olimar doubted he had ever seen so many horses in one place. The Koratheans had committed about half of their cavalry – four thousand he estimated - to this attack. Merat obviously felt that would be enough. Olimar hoped it wouldn’t be. No doubt there would be more to follow when this first attack broke through and started dealing with the archers and war engines. They would need to break through first, of course.
With the bulk of the defensive line pulled in to hold back the frontal assault, Olimar found his line of men drawn painfully thin, and hoped for his sake that Valia’s plan worked. He would have insisted that she face this attack herself had hers not been a far more daunting task.
 The cavalry approached at a canter in two columns. One from due east, the other timed to reach them slightly later from the north-east. He grimaced in reluctant appreciation. The first column would force the defensive line to close and turn inward, just as the second arrived to bring the fight to two fronts. Against such overwhelming odds, it would be a quick rout.
The nearest column began to fan out as they approached, forming a wedge twenty riders wide. The horsemen at the back were completely shrouded in dust, and Olimar wondered if his initial estimate was accurate or not. Either way, it didn’t matter.
 “Hold those teams steady until I give the order,” Olimar called to the grooms behind him. The horses whickered, sensing as much as hearing the approaching hoofbeats.
 The Cavalry upped their speed gradually as they drew nearer. Olimar carefully kept his eye on the faint markers left on the ground ahead and hoped the riders would not see them. He let them come closer, the canter developing into a full gallop. Olimar gauged their approach.
Two hundred yards.
 “Archers, ready!” he shouted, not looking back.
 “Loose!”
A volley of arrows arced overhead and fell on the advancing cavalry even as another volley was fired. Some of the arrows struck home, felling horse or rider, but most found shields or armour.
The next volley had more effect as the distance closed and the arrows had more energy to pierce the enemy plate, and still more fell. But for all that the archers chipped away at the numbers of the horsemen, the mass of riders still shook the ground with their approach. They had time for six volleys before Olimar signalled them to stop. He estimated two hundred to two hundred and fifty had fallen.
Closer. Fifty yards.
 “Teams One to Thirty!” he called, holding up his arm, eyes fixed on the approaching riders.
 The Cavalry lowered their lances, mounts sweating, flanks gleaming where plate and mail did not protect them.
Thirty yards.
 “NOW!” he shouted, dropping his arm.
On his order, the grooms holding those teams whipped at the flanks of the stout carthorses. They lurched forwards, hauling the hidden ropes stiffly out of the ground, pulling them taut and whipping the ropes from the shallow soil. The ropes in turn lifted banks of steel spikes, their points rising to meet the oncoming cavalry. Each cluster was several yards wide with a dozen sharpened spears coming to a halt at chest height of the hapless horses. The hinges were still firmly anchored underground and the spikes locked in place even as the cavalry struck. They had been staggered from a few yards ahead of the defenders to a hundred yards in front and so the first wave of horsemen found themselves in a sea of rising metal.
Olimar could not help but wince at the sound. Horses screamed as they ran into sharpened steel, tearing themselves open on the vicious spears. Those that avoided the banks of metal tripped over their fallen comrades crushing their riders in the chaos of hooves and steel.
 The second column realised too late that the same fate would befall them, too slow to react and turn.
 “Now! Now!” Olimar yelled, waving frantically to the remaining teams desperate to be heard over the din. They saw, and chivvied their teams forward, cutting the ropes when the spikes locked and leading the carthorses away from the shrieks of their kind.
Those cavalry fortunate enough not to have been in that killing ground when the spikes rose from the soil, tried to regroup. Those at the front attempted to turn against the press of those at the rear, to attack another part of the line, away from the spikes. For a full minute the archers could pick their targets as the horsemen were all but motionless, unable to go forward for the thrashing mass of broken cavalry ahead, and pinned from behind by their fellows trying to advance. When they finally did move, it was back to regroup out of range of the archers and their powerful longbows.
 “Eritanians!” Olimar ordered. “Advance!”
The javelin wielding Eritanian soldiers advanced into the killing ground. They killed the injured horses with quick thrusts of their javelins, and finished injured cavalrymen, pinned beneath their mounts or unable to stand with broken bones. Those that could stand and wield a weapon were quickly dispatched, their armour too heavy and cumbersome for ground combat, and their lances unsuited to this type of fighting. Some unsheathed swords, but the javelins, when thrown by the skilled Eritanians, took even a heavily armoured cavalryman clean off his feet; his armour pierced. They never got to fight.
 
The Korathean archers were all but kept out of the fight by the superior range of the Dashiyan longbows. Every time they advanced to within firing range of the defenders, volley after volley cut them down. Such was their reliance on the might of the Heavy Infantry, that the Korathean army had never invested much time or thought to bettering their long range capability. Besides which, a well ordered column of Infantrymen with shields locked could advance right up to an enemy archery and take their bows from their hands.
 Hatar Merat Fol’Ashar wished for better archers for the first time in his career. It seemed this would be a day for ‘firsts’.
He could see his Cavalry being slaughtered as they lay broken amongst those damned steel palings. And his archers were unable to get close enough to fire on the butchers without being cut to shreds by the Dashiyan Longbowmen.
 And those blasted war engines still rained death on the Heavy Infantry.
 This was no way for the sons of Shol’Hara to die.
 By his reckoning, the day would still be theirs. They were slowly crushing the rebels – for he already thought of Dashiya as part of the Empire – but at what cost?
Curse the Eastern Kingdoms and their cowardly machines.
He would lead the armies of the Korathean Empire east himself to crush those savage Kingdoms, if his Kodistai gave his blessing, and after today’s display of treachery, how could he not?
 
 The coastline to the north of Hadaiti, Dashiya’s capital, was dominated by several miles of chalky cliffs. They were not particularly high, a dozen yards at their tallest, and they gave way to the plateau currently being contested.
 Valia and her companions moved quickly and quietly northwards, led by a shrew faced Dashiyan guide, Ashami. He knew of a cave, so he said, that led to a sink-hole within the Korathean camp.
 This was perhaps the most important part of the plan, and the most likely to fail.
 She was accompanied by the green skinned Lythurian, Elan, the Dasari mercenaries Foley and Marlon Padar, and a half dozen other mercenaries she knew to be stealthy enough for this task.
They could hear the sounds of battle above, though they were spared its full volume sheltered as they were by the cliff. They had gone perhaps two miles from the city walls when their guide pointed to a narrow crevice leading into the friable rock.
 “Are you serious?” said Valia.
 “I told you it would be a squeeze,” Ashami said shrugging.
Valia looked at her comrades and realised that she was probably the broadest of the lot. Marlon Padar was a muscular man, but turned side on would be able to pass through the crack. She looked down at her ample bosom and shook her head.
 “Oh to be a man,” she sighed.
 “That sort of talk would break Truman’s heart, you know,” Foley, Marlon’s younger brother teased quietly.
 “Shut up, Foley,” she replied, turning towards the cliff. She forced herself into the crack and wriggled her body deeper into the gap, where it mercifully widened. It opened into an upward sloping corridor, washed out by high tides. She moved in deeper, looking back to make sure that the others were making good progress, and then stopped to wait. When everyone was inside, except Ashami, who had remained at the entrance, she nodded to herself and moved onwards, picking her way carefully.
 The scrape of a boot earned those behind her a stern look. Lyman grimaced, revealing his guilt. They continued through the crack, which started to lean to the left, forcing them to crab awkwardly along on all fours. Eventually they neared an area of light streaming from above. Valia ushered Foley forward. He squeezed up close to her and placed a foot in her offered hands. She slowly lifted him towards the patch of light.
Foley found himself looking out from the grass-obscured opening in a small outcrop of chalky stone. He could smell urine; clearly someone had been too lazy to walk to the latrine pits. There were tents within his field of vision and smouldering camp-fires, but no sign of life besides. Valia lowered him again. He gave a nod, and they waited.
Back at the entrance, Ashami saw the signal fire at the harbour that he had been waiting for. He whistled into the opening, an imitation of a marsh gull; waited until his whistle was answered, and then returned southward.
Again, Foley was lifted up to the exit. He cautiously forced his shoulders through the hole and pulled himself into the open air. He crouched silently for a few moments, scanning his surroundings, then, gave a low whistle into the hole he had just exited. One by one, the mercenaries crept from the cave and hunkered down. They could hear the sound of cooking pots being washed somewhere in the distance, an army of this size brought with it another army of cooks, pot washers, blacksmiths, carters and seamstresses. Any one of them could give the alarm and the mercenaries would not hesitate to silence them if it came to that.
They made their way towards the distant sounds of battle, weaving through the tents, keeping their heads low. At one point they all had to dive for cover in various tents when a young groom led a horse too close to them for comfort.
 They reached their goal some minutes later.
Hatar Merat Fol’Ashar sat on his great charger, surveying the battlefield. He was surrounded by twenty mounted swordsmen, Heavy Infantry from the look of them, though with lighter armour; and a dozen crossbow bearers on foot.
 Valia waited behind a tent for everyone to find a vantage point. She made sure that they were all in eye contact, then slowly and deliberately signalled that the crossbowmen be taken out first, then the mounted swordsmen. They all nodded their understanding and unslung the short bows they carried. Only Elan carried a longbow.
 She held up a hand with three fingers up, then counted down
Two, one…
As one, they broke cover and fired at the crossbow bearers.
Eight fell immediately, but the remaining four spun, and quickly overcoming their shock, fired back. None of the bolts found their targets as the mercenaries took cover again. The horsemen charged and spread out, so as to draw the fire from their Hatar. Another two crossbow bearers died trying to reload their heavy weapons whist the other two ran for cover.
 “Horsemen right and left!” Valia cried. “Elan! Foley! With me!”
 Four of the mounted swordsmen had remained with the Hatar, swords drawn and forming around him.
Elan was the first to break cover, sprinting towards the Hatar and his guard. He nocked and loosed two arrows as he ran, taking two of the guards from their saddles. Valia stopped to fire briefly and took out another whilst Foley took care of the last. One of the crossbow bearers had managed to reload his weapon and hit one of the mercenaries before being run down and stabbed by Marlon. Some of the swordsmen dismounted, frustrated at being unable to negotiate the maze of tents. Then they used their greater number to surround the intruders and close in for the kill. The mercenaries discarded their bows and drew their own swords; the sound of the steel being unsheathed rang in the silence that followed.
 “Put up your weapons!” Valia shouted. Elan stood with his longbow drawn, a bead on the Hatar’s chest. Foley also held his bow on the Hatar.
 “Put up your weapons, or your General dies,” she repeated.
 The soldiers stopped their advance, eyeing the mercenaries warily and waiting for orders. The Hatar took stock, looking all around him.
 “I could order them to kill you,” Merat sneered.
 “Indeed,” she replied, “But Elan here is Lythurian. He will not miss. You will be dead before you draw another breath.”
 “Every victory has its cost,” he replied.
 “Are you willing to pay that price?” she asked.
 Merat regarded the archer with the green hue to his skin. “We have no quarrel with the ‘Tree Folk’”
 “I do not represent my people,” Elan said softly.
 “Mercenary!” Merat spat.
 “Free man,” he replied.
 “Sound the retreat,” Valia said.
 “What?” said Merat
 “You heard me,” Valia said.
 Merat looked her up and down, taking in her imposing physique. “You have the look of Shol’Hara about you.”
 “And you have the look of defeat about you, Hatar,” Foley said cheerfully.
 Merat stiffened and Valia gave a quieting gesture to her fellow mercenary.
 “Sound the retreat, and leave with an army worth taking back to Kor’Habat,” said Valia softly. “To pursue this further would be insane.”
 “Our victory is assured, even if you kill me. Every man who fights for the Empire would gladly give his life, and I am no different.”
 “That was never in any doubt,” Valia said with evident sincerity, “but consider the cost. You have stripped the provincial garrisons to their bare bones to assemble this army. Already there will be murmurs amongst the would-be revolutionaries in every province. The only thing that stops those murmurs becoming a shout is the knowledge that the garrisons will swell in number again, and those dissenters would be punished. Should you be defeated, news will travel quickly of the demise of the Heavy Infantry of the Empire and those garrisons will not withstand the full scale rebellion that will follow. Without the threat of these troops to cow them, the provinces will oust the Empire.
 “Even if you press on for victory; a victory that I will grant you is likely in the end, your numbers will be so diminished that full scale rebellion may happen anyway. The Engineers will burn their machines and make for the docks and their waiting boats long before you break through, so you will not even have the knowledge of their weapons as a prize. Fight on and the Empire is lost. Retreat now and you may yet save it. Return to your Kodistai, and tell him that his Empire has found its extent. Go no further.”
 “The time for negotiating has passed,” he replied, “and you declined the offer of a bloodless solution. Why do you come to me now to talk?”
 “You demanded that a Kingdom surrender itself to you. That is hardly a negotiation, Hatar.”
 “Surrender or fall. It is a fair choice,” he said
 “And I believe you face a similar choice,” she said. “Retreat with honour intact, or limp away with the shadow of an army to defend your newly expanded Empire. A wolf will not pursue a prey if it fears being injured; it may return to its cubs without meat that day, but it will hunt again.”
Merat looked down the gentle slope to the battlefield. He had seen his Infantry beaten back time and again by volleys of massive bolts, and watched as the columns to the rear were constantly barraged with boulders from the catapults. His cavalry was dead or useless, and the archers had taken unacceptable losses even before they had fired an effective volley themselves.
 “Sound the retreat,” Valia urged “Blunt will not fire on them if they withdraw. He has sworn it to me.”
 “Scurrilous Blunt,” Merat sneered. “Why should I trust the word of a hire-sword?”
 “Because he has no reason to lie,” she reasoned.
 “Valia,” said Foley.
 She turned to Foley, and he nodded in the direction of the battlefield. She looked, but could barely believe her eyes.
 Stumbling up the slope, covered head to toe in blood and gore, and clutching the ragged stub of a shattered sword in his right hand, Kellan Aemoran had reached the enemy command. He looked fit to drop, his eyes wide and staring and legs unsteady beneath him.
She gestured for Foley to go to him. The last thing they needed now was Kellan wading into this situation in that strange, vacant state he fell into in battle. He would be impossible to reason with.
Perhaps it was the inescapable truth of what Valia had said. Perhaps it was the sight of so many thousands of his proud men lying broken on the ground. Or perhaps it was the sight of a single man, unarmoured, bloodied but still standing after fighting his way through the biggest army ever fielded, that forced his decision.
 “Sound the retreat.” Merat ordered.
 The words settled like lead in his belly.
 “Kellan,” Foley was sitting with Kellan’s head in his lap after catching his fall. “Kellan, we’ve won.”
 Kellan forced his mind to the surface; then blackness took him.
 
 
 




Chapter Four
 
 
Beginnings…
 
Banished. Alone. Mortal.
He travelled northwards through farmland and a few small villages, deep in thought, coming to terms with his fate. It was unreal to him that he should find himself living the life of a mortal man. It felt so unjust dumping him here with no understanding of day to day existence. The first time he slept, was on a bedroll under a tree. He had walked for the whole day and well through the evening before fatigue had forced him to rest. The ache in his legs and feet had steadily grown in intensity until he could not fight it any longer, but the feeling of relief when he lay back on that thick blanket was like nothing he had ever known. His muscles had buzzed gently as blood returned to exhausted limbs and sleep crept up on him like a fog.
 He had dreamed, too: images of empty halls, running down empty passages, racing against time, but when he had woken, cold and a little stiff in the dawn light, the images had fled.
How do mortals cope with waking from a dream? How do they separate their real lives from those tricks of the mind?
His respect for the people of the Many Worlds was growing by the day. They suffered so much and yet achieved so many things. Hunger, pain, sadness, weariness, thirst; all daily trials they took in their stride and, despite them, got on with life. He had observed these things countless times, was aware of the order of life but he did not really know them. Like a child, he had so much to learn.
Alongside that glorious feeling of finally lying down after a long day’s travel, his favourite discovery was eating. The few foods he had with him were simple, but his mouth watered thinking about those flat breads and cheeses when his stomach growled. He had also been given some fruit from a friendly farmer in return for his help returning a spilt load of hay onto a cart.
 Apples! Sweet and sharp. Crunchy texture that released quenching mouthfuls of juice when chewed. He vowed to try every food in the world in the time given to him, however long that might be.
For aeons he had inhabited the form of a man, the form the Gods had chosen, but for reasons unknown to him those functions necessary for life here in this world were not needed where he had been. They had seen and heard as Emissaries, but now this was raw experience. Food had been eaten and wine drunk, but they had only been going through the motions and no pleasure was taken from those acts. He wondered why these sensations had been withheld from his kind.
 Not now, though. He was in a world of sensation and feeling.
On the fifth day, his food ran out. He had found a town where he ventured into an inn called ‘The Granger’s Rest’. It was evening, just after sunset, and the common room was full of farmhands and labourers, drinking to their day’s efforts.
 He made his way past the long tables of rough wood to the bar, where he planned to offer the innkeeper a day’s work for some food to see him on his way. He had not thought to take money from the family he had left, and probably would not have even if the thought had entered his mind. He could not have taken their money too.
 “Good evening, kind sir,” he began.
 “Evening,” the innkeeper replied, wiping the bar top. “What will it be?”
 “I wondered if I might offer my services in return for some food?” he said.
 The innkeeper stared at him through his thick beard. “Services?” he said flatly.
 “Indeed. I can turn my hand to most things,” he lied.
 “Well,” the innkeeper raised his voice so that the other customers could hear, “looks like we have another scrounger tonight gentlemen. Here to drink my ale and eat my fare, and be gone before the sun rises.”
 This was met with laughter from the gathered drinkers.
 “Not at all, sir,” the Emissary protested. “I am an honest man and only ask that I may earn your hospitality. I am travelling north, looking for a boy.”
 “A boy, eh?” he shouted. “You should be heading west to Mecia, they can provide you with a boy from what I hear of their tastes.”
 The bar erupted with laughter. He was not sure he got the joke but laughed nervously with them.
 “My nephew,” he lied again. “He is orphaned and I need to find him. To raise him.”
 “Out,” the innkeeper dismissed him. “Out. I’ll not have beggars or free loaders in ‘The Granger’s Rest’.”
 He turned to leave and headed for the door through jeers and laughter.
 “Spin a better tale next time stranger,” the innkeeper shouted, laughing along with his customers.
 He stopped at the open door.
Spin a better tale? Spin a better tale, indeed!
 “A tale you say,” he said without turning. “A tale to grip your imagination? A tale to make you laugh? A tale to make you cry? I can tell tales that would freeze your heart with fear, or lift your soul to fly with the eagle.” He turned and slowly walked back into the inn.
 This was what he knew, and even as he spoke a feeling of belonging rested on him. With his gift he could find a place in the land of mortals.
 “Perhaps the story of Landrick’s rise and fall? I could tell of the greatness of the Empires of Sylastrus or the simple sorrow of the Lark Hunter’s Lament.” He stepped onto an empty chair and then the long table beside it. No-one protested as they fell silent, watching his every move. “But tonight the sun set the colour of blood, and that puts me in mind of a man whose hunger for power and lust for control plunged a land into an era of bitter conflict. Sit back, stout fellows, and hear the tale of Arrick’s Crown of Bones.”
He held them, spellbound for the night. He told stories of lands they had never heard of, as well as tales of their own kings and queens long dead. He had them spraying ale from their mouths with laughter, and saw tears in the eyes of the roughest of them. They stayed in the inn beyond their usual hour and drank the landlord’s ale, unwilling to leave without one more story; one more tale of bravery or hopeless courage. He strode the length of the table, and back again regaling the gathered men with stories, his body and face equal tools of artistic impression, taking them with him through distance and time to paint pictures they could not have otherwise imagined.
 It was as if he was in the Great Hall again, walking the table and entertaining his peers while Athusilan kept pace with his quill and the ‘Book of Lives’.
 The innkeeper was more than grateful since his takings were trebled for that evening. He fed the storyteller, and gave him a room for the night, inviting him to stay a further night if only he would keep the customers rapt, and drinking.
The Emissary took his first bath. He had not realised how badly he needed one until he sat in the hot soapy water and saw the dirt slough off. Another new experience, and a welcome one. He washed his clothes in the tub with him and hung them over the warm air pipe, which drew heat from the kitchen fire below, to dry. Then he went to bed. Sleep came quickly then, because earlier that evening he had discovered ale.
 
 He moved from town to village to town as he headed into the Northlands. Wherever he found an inn or tavern he plied his trade, telling stories to delight the drinkers. He learned which stories worked best and read the mood in every establishment to best choose which tale to tell.
 In return, landlords and landladies fed him and gave him lodgings. He earned a few silver marks here and there as well, which he used to replace his simple clothing with stouter fabrics more suited to the northern climate, and sturdy boots. He reached and crossed the White River, after which settlements became markedly more sparse and smaller when he did come upon one.
At every place he enquired about the orphan boy, with the blemish on the left of his face, but no-one knew anything about him. A name was mentioned more and more the further north he travelled however; Sister Anna’s Orphanage.
He came to the orphanage as the autumn was touching the leaves of the trees, turning them golden. It was within a large village known as Larchwood, a settlement built on its trade in timber, and unsurprisingly, built almost entirely from, timber. There were very few stone buildings here, only chimneys and the blacksmith’s shop were stone built.
 ‘Sister Anna’s’ was situated near the middle of the village, beside a general store. A few children, too young to be Kellan were playing on the porch, and two of the older boys were applying a coat of bitumen to the exterior timber walls. He walked up to the large two-storied house and rang the bell outside. The toddlers ignored him, engrossed as they were in their play.
 A few moments later, a woman of middle years opened the door. She wore her hair in a bun, a few wayward strands hung loosely over her temples, and she was rubbing her floury hands on her apron. Behind her there was a clamour of children’s voices.
 “Can I help you?” she asked.
 “Sister Anna?” he enquired.
 “No.” She shook her head and smiled softly, “Sister Anna died before I was born. This place bears her name though, and her work goes on.”
 “I see, I am sorry.” he continued, “I understand you take in strays and orphaned children.”
 “In these times there are many orphans.” She sighed. “More arrive every week and we have not the space to house them, nor the money to feed them. A few local people have taken children into their own homes, the older ones who can work find lodgings easily.”
 “You do an admirable job, Miss…” he floundered.
 “Jessy,” she replied. “My name is Jessy.”
 “Jessy, I had hoped you knew the whereabouts of a young boy, about eight years old, with a birthmark on his face.” He indicated using his finger on his left cheek.
 She regarded him for a moment. “And you would be?”
 “I am the boy’s uncle,” he lied. “Sadly my brother and his wife were killed and he is my only blood relative left. Do you know where he is?”
 “Come in, sir,” she said.
She shut the door behind him. The room within was full of dozens of children, playing in groups or solely occupied by some game or other. She wove her way effortlessly through the throng and wordlessly led him up the stairs. They came to an open door and entered a small room with four double bunks crammed in. Clearly every bed had an occupant at one time or another, but only one boy was in the room at present. He sat with his back to the door, cross-legged on an upper bunk, staring out the unshuttered window.
 “He was brought to us by a woodcutter, six weeks ago now. He was covered in cuts and bruises and very near dead. I did what I could with the help of our Elders and his body recovered, but his mind…” She shook her head. “He hasn’t uttered a word. We call him Josh”
He walked around to look at the boy’s face and instantly recognised him as Kellan Aemoran, the boy he had rescued; the boy with the Daemon within him.
 “His name is Kellan,” he said softly, trying to look into the boy’s unfocused eyes.
 “Kellan,” she said, as if this somehow made sense now.
 “Kellan?” he said softly taking the boy’s hand. “Can you hear me?”
 The boy just sat and stared.
 “He has been like this since coming here,” said Jessy.
 “Has he shown any signs of anger with the other children?” he asked.
 “No, nothing,” she replied, confused. “As I said, he has been like this since he arrived.”
 He sighed. “That is good.”
 “Will you be taking him with you?” she asked, taking him somewhat by surprise.
 “What? Oh, yes of course. If I may,” he said.
 “You are his uncle, of course,” she said. “He should be with family.”
 It came to him that this woman was only too glad to be rid of the child. The bed would be needed by another, and no doubt she did not know what to do with him otherwise. She had not even asked his name.
 He put his hand to the child’s face and turned it gently to meet his gaze.
Suddenly, Kellan’s eyes focused on him, widened in surprise then the boy gasped a huge ragged lungful of air as if breaking through to the surface after a long time underwater. He fixed the man before him with a wild-eyed look, searching for something familiar.
 “That is all well then,” said Jessy, clearly relieved, and eager to pass this burden on.
They went next door to the general store and bought new clothes and a bedroll for Kellan, and enough food for a few days. He returned to the orphanage before leaving the village and gave Jessy what was left of his silver. She accepted the coins gratefully and assured him that the children appreciated it, and then she wished them both well.
He knew where he was headed now and took the road east, knowing that they would leave the road in a day or two and see no more villages. The boy appeared physically strong, and held his hand as they walked down the hard packed road.
He spoke to the boy about the places he had been so far, not wanting to walk in silence. He told Kellan some of the more light hearted tales he knew, trying to draw him out of his shell. Since the episode in the room, the boy had been silent and withdrawn. Finally, he spoke.
 “What is your name?” he asked, cutting off a story in mid flow.
 “My name?” he replied.
 “Yes, you know my name. Kellan. What is your name?”
He was not sure what to say. He thought of the wretched woman and her sons near Moshet. That woman had called him Bartram, but he felt he could not keep that name. It felt somehow wrong to take a man’s name as well as his body. He wished he could have explained to that bereaved family that their loved one was gone and an imposter resided in the shell they recognised.
 He could not use that name.
 “Everyone has a name,” the boy persisted.
He thought back to that first inn, where he had found a niche telling stories to the drinkers and travellers there. The place where, for the first time his feet felt firmly on the ground and his existence here was real, and less terrible than he had feared. What had that place been called?
 ‘The Granger’s Rest.’
 “Granger,” he said. “My name is Granger.”
They walked in silence a little further, while Granger let the name settle on his mind and the boy eyed him expectantly.
 “Where are we going, Granger?”
 “To a safe place, Kellan.” he replied.
 “Is it far?”
 “Perhaps seven or eight days’ travel. Near to the place we are going we will leave the road and need to spend a few nights outside. Can you do that?”
 “Yes. I slept in the woods one night with pa when…” he trailed off.
 Granger squeezed his hand reassuringly, not knowing what to say.
 After another silence, Kellan asked, “What is it like, this place we are going to?”
 “Do you like trees, Kellan?” he replied.
 
 Kellan had been having a terrible dream.
 He had been pulled from the icy river and dumped at the water’s edge where he was sure he would freeze to death. The dream had him bouncing along on the back of a cart, then surrounded by concerned adult faces, all leaning over him and speaking at him. There had been children playing all around him, and Kellan had just waited to wake up.
 Then he awoke. A man had come to see him and it was the same one who had pulled him from the river. He did not recognise the face but he had known that this was the man who had saved him. Known it beyond a doubt.
They travelled along the road to the next village. Kellan never noticed its name, he was so tired. Granger held a short discussion with an innkeeper, and Kellan found himself fed and in a small room with two pallets for sleeping on. He collapsed gratefully onto the lumpy mattress and fell fast asleep.
 Sometime later, Kellan woke. He had been roused by the sound of laughter through the thin timber walls of the inn. He got up, rubbing his eyes, and with a wide yawn, opened the door to his room wearing only his small clothes. The noise immediately got louder. More laughter, and now he could hear Granger’s voice through the din. He reached the top of the stairs and peered down into the common room.
 Granger was wandering about the room, telling a story and acting out the parts of every character to the amusement of everyone present. They booed when he swaggered and laughed when he minced about holding imaginary skirts. They even whistled when he lifted a trouser leg exposing his ankle. Adults were strange.
He went back to bed and covered his head with the pillow from the other pallet, and soon he was asleep again.
The next morning, over breakfast, Granger explained that he was a Storyteller. He told Kellan that innkeepers would feed them and let them stay for free, so long as Granger kept the beer taps flowing. It struck Kellan that being a Storyteller must be the best job in the world.
 “Will you teach me to be a Storyteller, too?” he asked excitedly.
 “We’ll see about that.” Granger laughed.
 “How many stories do you know?”
 “Well now,” Granger replied, “I couldn’t honestly say.”
 “Fifty? A hundred?” He screwed his face up. “What comes after a hundred?”
 Granger laughed, “Well, I think I know a fair few more than a hundred. Let’s just leave it at that.”
 “Wow,” said Kellan through a mouthful of thickly buttered bread.
 
A few days later they struck off the main track and headed north, towards the forbidding peaks of the Greater Cascus Mountains. The track they followed picked its way around jagged outcrops, and over icy streams that giggled excitedly on stony beds, eager for the warmth of the lands below. They passed a great ruin, the flagstones of which had been shattered by the action of tenacious weeds, and saplings forcing their way into the foundations and growing to full size. The walls were a collection of block shaped boulders, some bearing the barely decipherable marks of carvings in the surface. A faceless statue, twice as tall as a man, lay shattered on the rutted ground.
 “What was this building?” Kellan asked, never having seen the like. It was easy to see that the place had once been vast.
 “A place from a different age, my boy,” Granger replied.
 “Who built it?” he asked, wide eyed.
 “Just ordinary folk, like us.”
 “Why?”
 “No doubt the people here had their reasons,” Granger said with a mysterious smile.
 Kellan did not look satisfied with the answer, but shrugged his skinny shoulders anyway.
 “It must have been the biggest building in the world,” he said in wonder. “Was it?”
 “Not quite.” Granger laughed. “There are others, scattered around the world, but most have been stripped of their stonework for new buildings or have simply been weathered away over time. You see how the plants have broken the floor up the way they have? The rain wears away the detail too. Look at the statue. Nothing lasts forever. Very few of these places are left that can be recognised as even having had a building on them. No-one here can remember why they were built. Or when.”
He knew though. Granger knew well the name of the long dead God who had been worshipped here. A name lost to this world.
 Granger steered the boy away from the ruin and onwards to their destination.
They were following the course of one of the White River’s tributaries. The landscape changed as they climbed steadily; the broadleaved trees gave way to pine and scrub, and the soil became poorer and more gritty. Granger was impressed with the boy’s stamina. His small, wiry frame contained more energy than he thought possible. The boy ate like a horse though, and Granger rationed his own food to make sure they had enough for the journey.
 Granger had been practising with his flint, and managed to light a half decent fire to warm them and allow him to cook in the small iron pot he had bought. They lay in the glow of the crackling fire after a meal of dried meat and cheese, with a thin vegetable soup to wash it down. He was proud of that, his first real attempt at cooking. Perhaps a little bland, but next time he would experiment with some herbs to spice up the few vegetables available. Kellan lay on the opposite side of the fire, curled up on his side with his back to the warming glow while Granger tidied the cooking utensils.
 “Why did you leave me?” Kellan asked, not moving or rolling over to make eye contact.
 Granger was taken aback for a few moments. He froze as his mind reeled from the new emotion that assailed him. Guilt.
 “What do you mean?”
 “At the river, after you saved me. Why did you leave me?”
Granger sighed, and put the utensils down softly. “Kellan, there are things that I will need to explain to you one day that you cannot possibly understand right now.”
 “Like what?”
As hard as he tried, Granger could not come up with a reason for leaving the boy like he had. At the time he had withdrawn in shock. The child was just another mortal in a long line of mortals. They lived, they died, and he told their stories if they were worthy. Lying here now, with that boy on the other side of the fire he could not think of a single justification for any of it.
 “I was afraid,” Granger said at last.
 “Oh,” said Kellan. “Me too.”
 Those two words were like a knife twisting in his chest. He had abandoned the boy, terrified and alone. What kind of man did such a thing?
 Granger did not sleep well that night. What kind of a man had he been before? How could he have watched so many deaths without trying to help even the most deserving? Perhaps his mortal brain was a weakness, filling his mind with these horrible memories and feelings of guilt. Perhaps he should have let the boy die. He would still be an Emissary then. Immortal, without the pain and fatigue, the remorse and regret that seemed to plague these fragile beings.
 But then he would never have experienced the minor joy of quenching a thirst after a long day on the dusty road. He would never have eaten when his stomach was twisted with hunger, gratefully gulping down hunks of bread dipped in chunky stew. He would not have known the muscle-easing bliss of resting one’s body at the end of the day’s toil.
 He would never have known the heavy burden of responsibility that this boy brought with him, and would never have known that he would give everything he had left not to give it up.
He had only known Kellan for a few days, but already knew that what he must now be feeling was merely a shadow of a father’s love, and that it was growing by the day. They were tied by Fate; bound by the same power that drew them together, and he would fight to his last breath to keep Kellan from harm.
 He swore to himself that he would never abandon him again.
 
 
 




Chapter Five
 
 
Kellan woke slowly, his mind surfacing into consciousness with a sluggishness he savoured. He could feel a cool breeze blowing across him, and the air was heavy with the smell of brine. Hadaiti; of course. It was daylight, his eyelids allowed him that much, and he was on a soft bed. He tried to move after enjoying the stillness, and was met with stiffness and pain. A wave of nausea made his head spin.
 “Easy, boy.” He knew that voice. Trusted the speaker as he trusted himself. “Take it easy.”
 “Either I have been in a fight,” he mumbled through cracked lips, “or I have been eating your cooking again.”
 He felt a cup being pressed to his lips and his head being lifted gently from the pillow. He drank the water eagerly, and then tried to sit up to enable him to drink better.
 “Steady, you are not strong enough yet.”
 He lay back down and opened his eyes. They resisted at first, gummed up as they were. “How long have I been asleep?”
 “Three days,” said Granger, “I thought I’d lost you, boy. Again.”
 Kellan heard the man’s voice catch in his throat and turned to see him.
 “We did it, Granger,” he said.
 Granger shrugged. “Only just, Kellan. Fate smiled on us that day, but we could have lost so much more than a battle.”
 “I am sorry,” he replied.
 “You said you were in control.”
 “I was in control,” Kellan said defensively, wincing as the quick movement he attempted pulled at his wounds. “I can’t explain it, you know that.”
 Granger patted him on the shoulder. “Rest awhile, I will let Elan know you are awake. He has been worried.”
 “Was I really so close to death?” he asked.
 “Why do you think you have a room to yourself?” Granger replied. “You were certainly not the only casualty.”
 “And it was you who stayed at my side. In case…” he left the rest unsaid.
 “I stayed at your side because you are like a son to me.”
 “And the Daemon?”
 “I could not in good conscience allow it to pass to anyone else.” Granger replied without making eye contact.
He walked out and left the young man lying on the bed. Kellan sat up stiffly, and swung his legs over the side of the mattress. He lifted his nightshirt, examining the bruises and cuts he had sustained in the battle; none were serious, but together they were enough to have caused a lot of blood loss. He stood gingerly and tottered over to the window. The view was glorious, overlooking the sea from the Palace itself. Fishing boats bobbed lazily on the green undulating waters, and gulls circled above to steal from the nets. It looked to be early morning from the angle of the sun.
 He glanced around as he suddenly became aware of an urge. A bed pan had been placed on a chair, so he lifted his nightshirt and set about emptying his bladder.
 “Always pissing about, that Kellan Aemoran.” The voice from the door behind him was unmistakably that of the mercenary, Foley Padar.
 “I would teach you a lesson in manners, Foley, but I have my hands full at the moment,” he replied.
 “Please,” Foley mocked, “who do you think you are? Me?”
 Kellan finished urinating and turned to the mercenary, who walked towards him.
 “Forgive me if I don’t shake your hand, Kellan,” he said, and embraced him.
 “Steady,” Kellan winced, “I am feeling a little delicate this morning. It must have been a memorable party.”
 “The best,” he replied. “Thought we’d lost you though.”
 “Well, he can’t keep up with the big boys,” Elan said as he strode into the room.
 “Elan.” Kellan sighed on seeing his old friend. “Thank Fate you are well.”
 The jade-skinned man embraced him too, eliciting more gasps of pain. Kellan returned to the safety of the bed.
 “Think I need to lie down again,” he said, reclining gratefully. “With friends like you, who needs the Heavy Infantry?”
 “We bloodied their noses, Kellan,” Foley said eagerly, as though he scarcely believed it still.
 “We really did it,” Kellan said to his grinning friends.
He shook his head, not sure how to feel. Hitting back at the Empire was what he had lived to do for so long now he wasn’t sure how to fill the void. Dashiya had been the inevitable, final confrontation between the Korathean Empire and the last free people on the continent. He had felt them rushing onwards, towards this one great event for what felt like a lifetime, and now that it had passed, he was bereft. There would always be Koratheans to fight, but that battle was the culmination of years of harrying and sniping, and it would be the one history remembered. Not the skirmishes to come.
He had only the vaguest of memories of the battle, fleeting images that did not feel like his own, as if he had witnessed them through another’s eyes or heard the stories and imagined himself into them.
 His body told the truth of it, though.
 
The evening of the following day, Kellan ventured out into the Palace. It was lavishly decorated with ornate pottery and intricate tapestries. Huge frescoes depicting great events in Dashiya’s history covered vast expanses of wall, and Kellan found himself wondering if this past battle would find its way onto a wall somewhere in the Palace. The Dashiyan Kingdom was a hub for trade between continents, and shrewder businessmen could not be found anywhere; this Palace was the proof of that. A nation with no great military prowess, and few natural resources to speak of had needed to create a niche for itself in the world. That niche had been traded for, and more than likely, they had bought it at a cut down price.
 The smooth, polished granite floors sucked the heat from the air, and coupled with the wide windows and high vaulted ceilings, the Palace of Hadaiti was on the cooler side of comfortable for such a hot climate.
 He heard Scurrilous Blunt before he saw the mercenary leader.
 “…would sooner offer to kiss his knackers better, than admit he had made a mistake.” The room erupted with laughter. No doubt he was telling one of his stories again. Blunt seemed to have rubbed shoulders with every cut-throat and brigand this side of the Ashkelit Ocean, and had an embarrassing story about every one.
The room fell silent when Kellan entered. Most of the regulars of the mercenary band were there, scattered in armchairs and lying on thick rugs, drinking wine and eating dates. Granger, Elan and Truman were also enjoying the stories, and the wine.
 “Kellan,” Elan said quickly to cover the pause. “Come and try this wine. King Rashun insists we empty his cellar before we leave. And it is quite a cellar.”
Everyone relaxed again, but watched him cross the room to take a seat on an armchair beside his friend.
 A goblet was passed to him and he raised it to the room. “To victory.”
 “To victory.” The toast was taken up.
 “And,” Truman spoke up over the muttered toasts raising his cup, “to fallen comrades.”
 “Fallen comrades.”
 There was a silence as wine was swallowed, and many stared into their cups in reflection, remembering friends.
Finally Blunt shouted. “Bugger me if you two aren’t as cheering as a dose of clap at an orgy!”
 The room erupted once more in laughter, including that of Kellan and Truman.
 “In a world of change, thank Fate for the constant that is Scurrilous Blunt,” Truman said as he raised his cup again over the clamour.
Kellan took time to see who was present among the mercenaries. Olimar was there, sitting quietly near his father, nursing a cup of wine. The Padar brothers, Marlon and Foley were less restrained with the refreshments. Valia was enjoying the hospitality, reclining as she was on a chaise longue. She was dressed in a pair of loose trousers and a plain blouse, her single, dark braid coming round the side of her neck to rest between her breasts. Kellan glanced at Truman and saw his eyes lingering on the woman. The poet’s eyes had been made less circumspect by the wine soaking his brain.
 The poet and the warrior woman. Kellan smiled to himself as he considered the pairing. Truman was utterly besotted with her, and dwarfed by her. She was taller by a hand span and broader too, but this did not put him off. Sadly she was devoted to the sword and had little time for the advances of men, let alone poets with their sweet words and fancy phrases.
 Many of the mercenaries had taken their gold and left. Those in the mercenary band were a transient lot, joining for a single year, or campaign, or in the case of many, a single day. The missing faces would be just as likely riding north with a full purse as dead. He tried not to think of the fallen, but Truman had been right to toast them.
 Granger walked out onto the balcony to savour the evening air, but took care to fill his cup on the way out from one of the many jugs. He took a deep breath and enjoyed the smell of the salt, then raised his cup when he was sure he was alone.
 “You are watching me, of that I am certain,” he said softly. “You may consider yourself superior, and above our trivial pursuits. But this is wine, and you will never know the taste of it, or the mellowing effect it has on the mind. You will never know the joy of companionship, or the sense of peace that comes from sharing a cup with friends and loved ones. So this toast is to you. For those who will never experience anything.” He took a long sip and smacked his lips afterwards for emphasis.
 “Who are you talking to, old man?” asked Valia.
 He turned quickly to see the woman standing behind him.
 “Ghosts,” he said with a wave of his hand.
 “I have seen you talking to the air before, you know,” she said.
 “Sometimes the air is the best listener,” he replied in a conspiratorial manner. “It never talks back.”
 “Go easy on the wine,” she said with a laugh. “It’s strong stuff.”
 “You’re right,” he said, looking at his cup accusingly.
 “That’s why I came outside,” she said. “My head was starting to swim in there.”
They stood silently for a while, just enjoying the view, before Granger spoke again. “I really should lie down, this is strong stuff.” He abandoned his cup on the stone balustrade and made his way unsteadily inside.
Valia continued to stare out to sea, trying to make out exactly where the sea became sky in the haze. She was rubbing a calloused hand when Truman arrived at her side.
 “May I join you?” he asked.
 “No fancy words or I swear I’ll put you into the sea, Poet,” she warned. She knew his reputation only too well to be beguiled by his slippery tongue.
 “At least you would have paid me some heed,” he said, his hands apologetic.
 She gave him a warning look.
 “I wonder,” he continued more seriously. “Now that the Empire has been sent back to Kor’Habat with a bloodied nose, what will you do?”
 “That is my business, Poet,” she replied. She gripped her braid tightly in her hand, kneading it slowly.
 “I only ask, because it would be my greatest honour to accompany you if you were to leave.”
 “Accompany me? Why?” she asked, incredulous. “For a pacifist you seem intent on surrounding yourself with conflict. You know my profession.”
 “But your profession does not define you. There is more to you than you allow most to see, but I can see through the mask to something of the woman within. I find you fascinating in every respect, and forgive me if the wine has loosened my lips grossly, but I could make you my life’s work, capture your moods in prose, your every nuance in verse.” He stopped when she held up a warning hand.
 “Remember what I said about fancy words?” she said.
Fate, but the man was infuriating.
 “What I mean to say is, I feel…” he began.
 “I’m not leaving the Band,” she said quickly to stop his next words before they tumbled out and could never be unsaid. “I’m not leaving Blunt.”
 “I see.” He nodded.
 Just then, Foley swaggered out onto the balcony.
 “Uh-ho-ho-ho-ho,” he said lewdly, “what have we here?”
 “We were just enjoying the view,” Truman said quickly.
 “The view, hey?” he said, looking Valia up and down suggestively. “And what a view.”
 “Behave yourself,” Valia said. “Your mother made me promise to look after you.”
 “She never did,” he replied, “As I recall, it was I who was tasked with watching over you, and protecting you from the clutches of men such as him.”
Despite herself, Valia actually felt sorry for Truman when Foley put an arm around her shoulder and shepherded her back indoors, he looked utterly crest fallen. She caught the lewd wink that the Dasari threw back at him and understood the hidden message to the jilted suitor. However, neither Truman nor Foley would be bedding her tonight, or any other for that matter, and she would see to Foley’s mischief soon enough. She loved him like a brother, and knew that he was only teasing Truman, but she would not be used as a prop for his childish games.
They opened a bottle of rakshi, a rough spirit enjoyed by the people of Dashiya, and few others. Then she proceeded to drink Foley clean off his chair, and into a stupor on the floor.
 
 There were sore heads in the morning. Kellan rose early and woke Elan, whose quarters were down the broad corridor from his own. Many of the mercenaries had not made it to bed last night, and had slept where they had fallen. There were several still sleeping in the reception room they had partied in, as well as a few groggily trying to find their way about the carnage of the previous night’s revelry.
 They rode out as the sun was rising above the eastern horizon, squinting into the warm morning light as they did so.
 “They have done that every night since the day of the battle?” Kellan asked.
 “Oh, yes.” Elan laughed despite his tender head. “And worse. I’m afraid I can’t keep pace with them. I have been excusing myself early.”
 “Very wise.” Kellan laughed. “Still, I feel I could use this to clear my head.” He referred to their morning ride.
Kellan and Elan rode through streets where market traders had already set up their stalls, and wagons were busy moving wares through the growing crowds. He was already feeling better; the city was constantly refreshed by an onshore breeze that cleared the cooking smoke and stink of animals. It was certainly the cleanest city he had been in.
They rode through the Eastern Gate and followed the cobbled road out of the city for about a mile before leaving the road to head towards what had been the position of the defensive line days earlier. Scattered about the battlefield were the smouldering remains of dozens of enormous bonfires where anything that burned, including the horse carcasses, were disposed of following the battle. The Koratheans had been allowed to remove their dead without harassment, which they had done with an army of carters and hired labour over three days. Armour had been reclaimed where possible and scavenged if left, to be melted down or sold.
In another few days there would be little to show for the most decisive battle in recent history; this dusty plain would guard its secret with its return to the unexceptional.
There were so many blanks in Kellan’s memory, and he had hoped that returning to the field of battle might stir some recollection and make the dreamlike images he did retain seem more real. But this place was utterly alien now, compared with just a few days past when the footfalls of men had shaken the land with their number.
They rode in silence, all the way up to the point where Hatar Merat Fol’Ashar had been confronted, and where Kellan had collapsed, exhausted. He looked back down the gentle slope and tried to imagine column upon column of Heavy Infantry standing in his way. He knew he had killed a great many, but they all blended into one long, fluid, killing movement.
 “Hard to believe, isn’t it?” Elan said at last.
 “Unbelievable,” Kellan corrected him. “So this is where it ended”
 “I must be honest; I thought Valia had overplayed her hand. I fully expected to die up here.”
 “She must have known just what to say to sway his decision,” said Kellan. “Merat would have gladly died for the Kodistai.”
 “That he would,” Elan agreed, “but as Valia rightly said, the Empire would have died with him. As good as, anyway.”
 They waited on the mound in thoughtful silence until Elan spoke again, “Are you finished?”
 “What?” Kellan was jarred from his reverie.
 “With the Empire? Are you done with it? Can you let the past rest now?”
 Kellan was thoughtful. “I cannot honestly say that I am,” he said, a little surprised by it. “It seems like there are so many things yet to avenge, so many deaths to even the score for.”
 “More death?” Elan sounded shocked. “Kellan, over forty thousand Korathean soldiers died in one day.”
 “It is all well and good to kill vast numbers, but there are still individuals who need to pay for their crimes, individuals too cowardly to take to the battlefield, but who instead kill the defenceless and the weak.”
 “Some ghosts should be left in the past, Kellan.”
 “Well they are not in the past!” he shouted, feeling the stirring in his belly that felt so right, yet so terrible. “I live with it every day. In here!” He jabbed at his head, poking his temple hard with a finger.
The anger bubbled within him and he reached for that place of calm; the moment of weightlessness falling with the water in space. The rage immediately began to subside, and returned to a glowering undercurrent. Still there, but controlled.
 He slumped a little.
 “I’m sorry, old friend,” he said with a wry smile. “You followed me into a battle that was not yours.”
 “Don’t be sorry,” Elan said in reply, “Someone needs to look after you; but don’t let it consume you. You know you have a home now, and welcoming arms to return to.”
 Kellan turned away sulkily. “Don’t,” he said.
 “All right, but think on it. I will be returning to Lythuria soon. I have been away from the family Grove for far too long. We call it ‘the longing’, you know.”
 “I know.” Kellan rolled his eyes “‘The worst form of homesickness’,” he quoted as though he had heard it a thousand times before. He had been told of ‘the longing’ that drew Lythurians back to their forest home like salmon up a river, and felt sorry for having kept Elan away for so long. He knew that Elan followed him because he cared for him. He felt a pang of guilt for using him, but he was an invaluable support when Kellan found himself in dark places.
 “Don’t you feel a ‘longing’, of a different sort?” Elan asked mischievously.
 “No,” he replied shortly, pulling on the reins and wheeling his horse round, “I bloody don’t. Last one to the Eastern Gate is a horse’s arse.”
 “Hey, that’s not fair!” the Lythurian shouted. “You have a head start.”
They galloped, laughing all the way back to the city. Elan won, as he always did, despite Kellan’s unfair advantage.
 “We really should race for money,” said Elan cockily, when Kellan arrived behind him.
 “Not likely,” he laughed.
 
 
 




Chapter Six
 
 
Beginnings…
 
 Kellan enjoyed the few days of travel with Granger. He was a kind man who told him stories as they walked and made him laugh with his antics when he was tiring at the end of the day. He would sing funny songs and do silly voices when Kellan was flagging, which always boosted his spirits enough for another mile or so.
Kellan thought about his parents all the time, but he thought of them alive; their deaths seemed so unreal, in another lifetime. He knew deep down that they were gone, but as children did, he was able to put thoughts away into recesses of the mind that did not govern his every thought or action. Besides, with people like Granger in the world, bad things could not possibly happen to people, and a part of him was sure that he would be reunited with his parents soon.
 The small river they followed grew narrower, and faster as the ground got steeper. The water regularly cascaded from cliffs that they had to find routes around, picking their way across the broken scree fields and scrubby heather that dominated the mountainside. Soon they would reach the snowline.
The last night they spent in the open was a cold one. Granger had not been able to gather enough wood for a decent fire, and so they had huddled under an overhanging rock on the exposed mountain. Granger promised that they would arrive at their destination the next day as Kellan curled up beside him for heat.
They had awoken cold and stiff from their uncomfortable night’s sleep, and hurriedly packed their bedrolls. A layer of frost had formed on the outside of the blankets, which they did their best to shake off. They breakfasted on flat bread and cheese, again, and gladly started walking, keen to get some heat into their muscles.
 A few hours later, Granger stopped and pointed to where the river spewed from the top of a sheer cliff, sending a white ribbon of water hundreds of feet to the rocks below. The strong wind whipped a fine mist from the waterfall which painted a rainbow across the grey cliff face in the morning sun.
 “That’s it, Kellan,” said Granger, “we’re nearly there. They call that waterfall the ‘Veil’.”
 “How will we get up?” he asked.
 Granger looked at the wall in front of them, and scanned both directions for a way around.
 “Well now, I’m not entirely sure,” he said with a grim chuckle, rubbing his stubbly chin.
They set off again, heading for the cliff up the broken rock of the slope, still icy even now. The cliff loomed in the distance, never appearing to get any closer until at last, they were near the base. The sound of the waterfall on the rocks was deafening, and Granger had to raise his voice over the din.
 “Look,” he said pointing, “steps.”
 There were indeed steps, carved into the cliff, narrow but regular, zigzagging up the wall to the left of the ribbon of water.
 Granger started up them, but immediately retreated. The steps were slick with ice.
 “Let’s have a break and wait for the sun to come around to melt the ice,” he suggested.
They sat on a flat rock, and ate the last of their food, enjoying the view of the valley below. They could just about make out the snaking line of the White River through the haze of distance. The tree line was far below; they had spent the whole of that morning and most of the previous day above it. Kellan had never seen anything like it. The world looked so much bigger from up here, impossibly so.
 “Who lives up there?” he asked.
 “Oh, someone very old,” Granger replied.
 “A friend of yours?”
 “No. Well, that is to say we’ve never met. But he will know who I am.”
 “Can he take me to ma and pa?”
 “No, Kellan,” he replied, “I’m sorry, but he can’t. He can help you, though.”
 “Help me do what?”
 “Do you remember the man you met at the river? When you got into that fight with Dolmar. Before…” he hesitated. “Before I found you? The first time.”
 Kellan remembered the stranger.
 “He was sick.”
 “Yes,” said Granger. “He was carrying a terrible disease.”
 “Like the fever?”
 “A bit like the fever, but different.”
 “Do I have it now?”
 Granger hesitated. “Yes, you do, Kellan.”
 “Will I die?”
 “Look, I think the sun has melted the ice. We should make a start.” Granger stood up and headed for the stone steps.
The steps were steep and narrow but well cut, and so long as they didn’t look down too often, they were comfortable enough to climb. Higher up, they used their hands too, leaning forward to give them better stability as the jagged ground beneath them grew further away. They rested at every turn, where the step hewn into the rock was big enough for them both to stand on, and admired the cascade to their right.
Kellan watched the water of the Veil. If he focused on a single breakaway droplet, glinting in the sun, it seemed to hover for a moment if he followed it with his gaze, the droplet locked as it was to the main body of water by whatever laws pulled them both downward. He found himself searching out such drops as they plummeted past their position. The world fell still as he watched it down, then roared and rushed as he glanced up to find another. It was so unfair that those peaceful pearls of water should break away from the cascade, only to suffer the same fate and be dashed on the rocks below, but just for a moment at least, all was still and at peace.
 Eventually they climbed beyond the point where the water exited the stone face and it fell below them.
 Kellan continued up the last flight behind Granger. When the man reached the top ahead of him he looked back at Kellan.
 “Do you remember I asked you if you liked trees?” he said.
 Kellan reached the top and gasped at the sight before him.
 “Welcome to Lythuria.”
An enormous bowl was cut into the mountain range, many miles across and hazing into the distance. The impossibly high, snowy peaks of the Greater Cascus Mountains reared beyond. Within the bowl it was lush and green, steam rising from a lake at its centre that fed the waterfall they had left below them. They crossed the rim and began to descend into the bowl. Huge broadleaved trees rose from grassy hillocks, and threw their shade over wild flowers and brooks. Against the austerity of the grey and white of granite and ice that surrounded this place, Kellan found the verdant growth here almost painful to look at.
They walked down from the steep edge and onto the soft lawn. The air was immediately warmer and more humid, the dry cold of the cliff face a distant memory. The path was not obvious but led to a wider paved road; cobbles with grass growing between the stones as though the tenacity of life here refused to give any quarter to the function of rock.
Kellan saw small stone houses with thatched roofs and wisps of smoke from their chimneys. Cattle and pigs, chickens and sheep, went about their business in small fields interspersed with enormous trees.
He saw someone at a window, and thought it a trick of the light that their skin appeared green, surely a reflection from the grass. Then he saw more people about, with piercing green eyes and skin the colour of un-worked jade, turning to watch the strangers.
 Kellan drew closer to Granger and gripped his hand, as more of the strange people appeared, abandoning their tasks and moving closer to observe the visitors.
They walked, unhindered, to what Kellan judged to be the rough centre of the bowl on a small headland leading into the beautiful lake, where an enormous tree stood. Although its canopy was no bigger than those around it, the girth of the trunk, all gnarled and twisted, told of this tree’s great age. It was at least thirty yards across at the base, where contorted roots gripped the ground like twisted talons. The bark was thick with lichen and moss; its limbs riddled with cavities and splits. Kellan saw birds within the upper branches, coloured as he had never seen before; bright feathers of every hue and long tails trailing as they flitted between branches, their crests rising and falling in agitation at the newcomers. A pair of green skinned men stepped into their path. One held up his hand.
 “We are not accustomed to receiving guests unannounced,” he said in a heavy accent.
 Granger stopped and bowed his head, then spread his hands, “We mean no harm. We are not armed.”
 “What is your business here?” said the other.
 “I hoped for an audience with Ganindhra,” he replied. He could not see them, and did not expect to be able to, but he knew there would be several archers amongst the trees with bows drawn, aiming at them.
 “Ganindhra does not speak to uninvited guests,” the first said.
 “Tell him an Emissary has come to see him,” said Granger.
 “An emissary from whom?”
 “Just say, ‘an Emissary’.”
 The jade coloured man was unmoved; his gaze hard and steady for a few heartbeats. Then, he softened.
 “Wait here,” he said before ducking into an opening in the side of the massive tree where two of the mighty roots parted.
A few moments later, the man came out and said, “Ganindhra will see you.”
 “Stay behind me,” said Granger, turning towards the huge rent in the bole of the tree.
 Kellan followed Granger, into an expansive throne room. He gasped when he saw what sat in the living throne at the centre of the room, for it could not be described as a man.
 
Granger approached the throne of Ganindhra. The huge throne extended from the dark recesses above and plunged into the ground like a tree within a tree. Fused to the living wood was a gnarled being, resembling a collection of twisted driftwood more than any other creature. It was bigger than a man but looked to be modelled on one in the roughest sense. It slowly stirred as the two green skinned men took up positions on either side. They looked at each other after a moment, then looked at the twisted creature before they reluctantly left, clearly unhappy to do so.
 “I asked for a little privacy.” The entity finally spoke when Granger and Kellan were alone with it, its voice deep and sonorous. Kellan was standing behind Granger, clutching the back of his shirt and peering around at the throne and what it contained. He felt a stirring within him, like a snake uncoiling from its slumber beneath a rock, when he looked at the creature. A leaden mass that he had carried with him since that awful day that began with the stranger at the river, began to awaken. He heard a distant buzzing, as if a swarm of bees infested the dark recesses above his head, but was sure that the sound came from within him.
 “Thank you,” Granger bowed, “for agreeing to see me.”
 “I was intrigued,” Ganindhra intoned with a rumble.
 “Curious to know if I was who I claimed to be?” Granger asked.
 “Curious to know who would make such a claim.”
 “I mean no disrespect when I tell you that my circumstances have changed of late, as have yours,” Granger said.
 Ganindhra rumbled deeply, its upper half leaning towards them slightly, but unable to do more, anchored as it was to the throne.
 “I would like to speak alone,” said Granger. “Is there somewhere the boy can wait?”
 Ganindhra rumbled again, and then one of the men from outside came into the strange room. He held out a hand to Kellan.
 “It’s fine Kellan, you can go with this man,” said Granger. “These people are our friends.”
 “I want to stay with you,” Kellan complained.
 “Don’t be afraid,” he reassured him, kneeling and ruffling his hair. “I won’t be long. I promise.”
Kellan reluctantly left with the pale jade coloured man, glancing back as they stepped into the bright sunlight outside. The stirring within settled as he left the tree, but he was still aware of it, now that it had made itself known.
 
 “You call yourself Emissary,” Ganindhra said.
 “Once,” he replied. “Now I call myself Granger.”
 “But you were never to inhabit these worlds, only observe. Has so much changed?”
 “No,” he replied. “I am exceptional in that.”
 “And what brings you here?”
 “Abaddon is here.”
 Ganindhra’s deeply rutted features went rigid. Slowly, its mouth opened, revealing pale pink gums behind thin lips. “Here?” it said almost too quietly to hear.
 “On this world. Somewhere.”
 “That is impossible. I was there when he fell,” Ganindhra said. “I was among the last standing. We shattered his very being.”
Granger took a few paces towards the creature. “Tell me what you know of those final moments.”
 Ganindhra laughed, a deep rumbling sound. “But you are an Emissary. You see all,” it mocked.
 “Very well,” said Granger, “You were all but defeated. Abaddon was assured of victory. You had seen your kind destroyed, watched them burned from existence. You and the last standing Gods saw what was in store for you and hurled every last fibre of your selves at your enemy. You knew then that, as a final gambit, it would win the day or fail utterly. Your voices screamed for vengeance and justice; you pitched yourselves into the fray like a mother throws herself at the wolf to save her children, knowing that the chance of success is vanishingly small but that the alternative is too terrible to do nothing.”
 “We defeated him,” Ganindhra, the fallen God growled.
 “You gave too much of yourselves and burned your power away,” Granger replied forcefully.
 “You know nothing! We won the day!” Ganindhra shouted.
 “You are a husk!”
 “Abaddon was defeated!”
 “No!” Granger made a placating gesture, his palms turned down. “He was not.”
 “What?” Ganindhra was barely audible.
 “Abaddon lives,” he said firmly.
 “I saw him fall,” the creature said, almost pleading.
 “You broke him, yes,” Granger agreed. “But even as you yourself fell into your current state, he was able to cling to existence.”
 “But he is broken? Yes?”
Granger began to pace back and forth, the creature’s eyes locked on his every movement. “Abaddon has all the wit and guile he ever had. His faculty for treachery, if anything, is greater now than before.” He paused. “But his power has been excised from him. It exists still, like a beating heart removed from a living body.”
 “Then what use is it to him?”
 “When Abaddon finds his way to a world such as this one, his power needs to find a mortal soul to inhabit. It resides in its host until such time as it can seize control of that life. It feeds on anger. Rage will give it control and ultimately the power to destroy worlds.”
 “How many?” asked Ganindhra, hesitantly. The revelation was clearly still sinking in.
 “Worlds? I have lost count,” he replied, memories of those he had witnessed filling his thoughts. “We have named his power the Daemon. When it takes control of a mortal being, it reveals its true form and becomes unstoppable.”
 “Kill the mortal,” Ganindhra said, fervour returning to his voice. “Kill the mortal and kill the power. Kill the Daemon.”
 “The Daemon, like its master, is immortal. It simply finds another host.”
Ganindhra shrunk a little; what passed for shoulders slumped and his head bowed. “Then we are lost. Where is Abaddon now?”
 “I believe him to be in Jendaya.”
 “Jendaya?”
 “The last news I had of him was Jendaya.”
 “And his power? The Daemon?”
 Granger glanced towards the exit, through which the sunlight was now gleaming.
 “You brought it here?” Ganindhra hissed, twisting in his prison throne. “What treachery is this?”
 “This is our only hope,” Granger said quickly as archers appeared through the opening to the outside world, their bows ready.
 “You have doomed us all!”
 “It is this world’s only hope,” Granger said quickly. “Kill us and the Daemon will infect another. We have it contained. Our only hope is to control it.”
 “We tried to control Abaddon once before,” the fallen God sneered. “Look at where it left me.” He gestured towards his body, melded to the living throne.
 “Listen to me and believe me when I tell you that this world will be burned out of the heavens,” Granger said firmly, taking slow, deliberate steps towards the fallen God. The archers drew their bows as Kellan was hustled in to stand in front of them, between the exit and Ganindhra. Granger looked at Kellan and smiled reassuringly, then continued more softly. “It does not matter where it is in the world. Here or the bottom of the ocean, it makes no difference. No-one can hide from it. When the Daemon is unleashed, all will perish.” He was aware of the tension in the air, taut as the bowstrings that creaked behind him. “You may kill the host, but the Daemon is immortal. It will find another, right here.”
 “Then we are lost,” said Ganindhra. “What hope is there for us?”
 “I will not accept that,” Granger replied, with steel in his voice.
Ganindhra held his gaze, unblinking. After a few moments, the archers lowered their weapons and waited. Kellan was standing alone between them and Granger. The man held out his hand, and Kellan nervously took it and stood at Granger’s side to look at the chimera before them.
 “This is Kellan Aemoran,” he said. “And there is always hope.”
 
 
 




Chapter Seven
 
 
The days wore on and spring gave way to summer in Dashiya. The force that had defended Hadaiti slowly dissipated. Those loyal to their own homelands returned to their provinces to perhaps begin the process of rebellion against a weakened Empire. The news of the defeat would reach the ears of Lords and Noblemen, all of whom would suddenly be entertaining thoughts of ousting the local Governor and creating a throne for themselves. The irony was; that weakening the Empire so had undoubtedly paved the way to rebellion, civil war, claims and counter-claims over rights to rule and yet more bloodshed.
Scurrilous Blunt cared little for the politics and in-fighting that would follow, but he did feel pity for the commoners, who were more concerned with making ends meet in uncertain times than who received their taxes.
 Wars were fought by the many, on behalf of the few. The many bled, whilst the few counted the cost or gain in coin.
 He counted his coins now, and, not for the first time, wondered if he was any better than those high-born who paid him to kill. The soft clatter of gold on gold banished those thoughts, however.
King Rashun had been quick to pay the mercenary band, and quicker still to encourage them to stay and spend those coins in Hadaiti. Most of the mercenaries that had joined him for the battle had gone their own way with full purses and stories to tell their grandchildren. The regulars of his band, some thirty soldiers, remained in the Palace awaiting his decision.
 He had enough to keep those remaining in pay for over a year, but that was too long to go without working. Soldiers became slow and dull without regular action and he knew that they would have to move soon. The battle was now some thirty days behind them and they were all getting twitchy. Perhaps some Noble to the west of Kor’Habat would employ him to carve out a little Empire of his own within a weakened Korathea.
 Olimar entered the room, looking concerned.
 “King Rashun has received news, Blunt,” he said as Scurrilous Blunt tossed the last of the coins into one of the small chests.
 “News?” he asked, detecting the uneasy tone in his son’s voice. “What sort of news?”
 “I am not sure what to make of it,” Olimar replied. “It seems that for some weeks now there have been reports of a large flotilla rounding the Jendayan Peninsula, south of Balina.”
 “Jendaya?”
 “It appears that they were hampered by unseasonal storms and forced south again with the loss of some ships, but if the Jendayan Empire is on the move, that could make things interesting for Korathea.”
 “Bloody Jendayans on the move,” Blunt sneered. “If I had a silver mark for every pissed-up fisherman that had seen an invasion fleet crossing the Adorim Sea, I’d buy the bloody Jendayan Empire, and lead the bastard invasion myself.”
 “It could be possible that the Jendayan Empire has heard of our success against Kor’Habat and has seen this as an opportune moment,” Olimar reasoned.
 “No,” Blunt grumbled, thoughtfully. “If they were on the move, they would have started preparations long before the battle itself.”
 “They may have heard about the stripping back of the provincial garrisons,” he offered. “That’s been going on since the winter.”
 “Possibly. Anything other than hearsay?”
 “Nothing official, but this news is weeks old. They would have had time to make repairs by now and relaunch.”
 Blunt sat, thoughtful for a few moments. This was a complication he had not expected. The Jendayan Empire was a big unknown factor. Loose trade links were all that existed between the two continents; he had never seen, let alone met, a Jendayan. If the reports were anything more than the usual piss and wind of Bal Moran fishermen, then they could well be in Balina already.
If the reports were anything more than piss and wind.
 
Granger approached King Rashun’s throne room behind the stocky figure of Scurrilous Blunt. Blunt himself was flanked by his son, Olimar; and Valia, perhaps the most imposing figure of them all.
Blunt had summoned him an hour ago for this meeting, but he was still none the wiser as to its purpose. Blunt often included Granger in discussions. The mercenary leader always claimed that it was wise to have a friendly historian witnessing events to ensure that he would not be remembered as a ‘complete and total bastard’, as he had put it. Although the way he had said it implied that he did not mind if history painted him a ‘bit of a bastard’.
They were expected, and the guards pushed open the heavy wooden doors to admit them into the opulent throne room.
The room glittered. Gold urns encrusted with jewels sat atop marble plinths, and rich tapestries hung on walls leafed with gold and silver. The clattering of their boots on the marble floor was silenced as they crossed onto a thick, luxurious rug. King Rashun himself was not in the ostentatiously bejewelled throne, but at a desk at the side of the room attended by a pair of clerks, offering him papers to sign, and carefully placing the pieces of parchment into various leather folders.
The King looked up from his paperwork and smiled broadly. Granger knew of such men, always friendly and open, eager to offer any assistance at a moment’s notice, but look into those dark eyes and the constant machinations of self-service became evident. Rashun was always open for business, with his welcoming arms and friendly hand shake, but Granger did not for a moment believe the front to be anything other than pretence.
He was convinced that Blunt felt the same way. King Rashun was a business partner, and the mercenary did not feel the same need to constantly ingratiate himself to the King. The Band remained in the Palace at the King’s invitation, true, but they also spent their gold in the city, and nothing would please Rashun more than for every coin he had paid to protect the city, to remain in the city.
 “Welcome my friends,” he beamed, standing and shooing his clerks away. “Come in and sit. Wine?”
He poured a generous measure into a large goblet and offered it to Blunt, who accepted it and downed it in one draught. The King hesitated whilst filling one of the others and stared at Blunt for a second, his smile fixed. Then he continued to pour the other three goblets before refilling Blunt’s.
Granger accepted the goblet out of courtesy, but had no real desire to drink it; it was too early in the day. They sat in the chairs to which Rashun gestured.
 “Are the rumours true?” Blunt said, getting straight to the point.
 “Jendaya?” The King asked. “It is not the first time that such stories have emerged. Only last year in fact, three trader’s ships rounded the reefs to the south at the same time and the Islanders cried ‘invasion’.”
 “Is this rumour any different? We have heard talk of a vast fleet rounding the northern tip of Jendaya, en route to Bal Mora.”
 Rashun shrugged. “A vast fleet, a few boats, dashed onto the rocks by storms, or simply turned back by a squall. I have heard many rumours, none of which necessarily have any basis in truth.”
 “But?” Valia said, sensing he was withholding something.
Rashun wrestled with some inner conflict. “But, there have not been any traders from Jendaya in my port for many days now; many days. I assumed that they stayed away because of the approaching Korathean army, but now I am not so sure.”
 “You mean, they have been prevented from travelling here to keep word of the fleet from getting out?” Valia said.
 “Perhaps. That is a big leap to take when we know so little.”
 “You seem untroubled at the prospect of another invading army,” Blunt said.
 “We have no quarrel with Jendaya. We are merely a trade conduit for them to the Eastern Kingdoms. They will not trade directly with each other because of their own histories and superstitions, so we fill the gap. Silks and spices travel west, and glass and precious metals go east.”
 “A profitable arrangement, no doubt,” Blunt said.
 King Rashun shrugged an apology.
 “But if Dashiya is so important to their trade with the Kingdoms across the Ashkelit Ocean,” Olimar said, “Why did they not come to your aid against the Korathean Empire?”
 “Because trade would continue regardless of who was in power here,” Valia said, looking at Rashun, “The Jendayans need a middleman, they don’t care who it is necessarily.”
 King Rashun shrugged again.
 “So,” Blunt said, “it is likely that something is going on in Jendaya. Their traders have kept away. Have you sent any ships the other way?”
The king looked almost troubled for a moment, before his expression of friendly calm returned. “There have been no ships from beyond the Sabayan Isles for some time.”
 “How much time?” Blunt said.
 “Perhaps seventy days,” Rashun replied.
 “Seventy!” Blunt said.
 “That settles it,” Olimar said, “They must be trying to prevent news spreading. They could not mobilise an army without it being noticed and news travels fast by trader.”
 “Olimar’s right,” said Valia, “there is no other explanation, but we need more information.”
 They continued to talk, but Granger stopped hearing what they had to say. If Jendaya was on the move, then there could be only one explanation.
 Abaddon.
He knew that the God would pursue the Daemon and its host. Knew that since the original host had escaped Jendaya and fled in fear across the sea to the Northlands, that Abaddon would bide his time until he was ready. Granger knew that the God could happily play a waiting game, until the Daemon found its own way to the fore, or equally, he could pull strings and manipulate leaders to encourage the rage that the Daemon fed on.
He thought of Kellan, still so fragile despite his insistence that he was in control of his emotions. There was suddenly an urgency to prepare Kellan for what was to come, but now that the time was approaching, Granger felt inadequate for the task. Abaddon was coming to find the source of his power and try to release it on this world.
 Perhaps Ganindhra had been right. He should never have let Kellan leave Lythuria. At least there, they could hope to control events and keep the Daemon contained.
Granger slowly shook his head; they would only be buying time, and time was what the immortal God had in abundance.
 
The following day, Blunt chartered a ship to make the crossing to Arbis Mora, the neighbouring province to any Jendayan invasion’s most likely landing site in Bal Mora. If there was to be an invasion, then there was fighting to be done, and gold to be earned. They sold their horses, getting nowhere near their value, and packed only what they could carry. What was left of the coins after paying the ship’s Captain, and distributing a sizeable advance in pay to the remaining mercenaries, fit into a single small chest that two men could carry.
The port would normally be a hive of activity, but Dockers lazed in the morning sun as trade had evidently all but halted. Most of the fishing boats were already out at sea, and would not return until evening with their hauls. This motley band of mercenaries provided a welcome diversion from their boredom.
 “Come on you lazy buggers!” Blunt shouted as the mercenaries boarded the flat bottomed trader ship. “Don’t drag your feet; you’re not going to the gallows. They have whores in Ter’Arbis as well you know.”
This was met with grumbles and dismissive waves from the mercenaries. They had long since got used to his abusive manner, and it was when he became calm and polite that they really worried. Blunt was wearing a wide brimmed hat to keep the sun from his head; it was bright red, with a black band and short green feathers; it was fashionable with Dashiyan men at that time but was incongruous with the rough mercenary.
Valia was dressed in light, loose fitting trousers; and a loose shirt with billowing sleeves. She kept the shirt laced up to the neck. She wore soft leather boots that covered the ankle, and a broad leather belt held her dagger within easy reach. You could never be too sure on long voyages. She did not like boats, nor did she enjoy sailing. Fate, she got motion sickness on the back of a cart.
The Captain of the ‘Sea Raven’ explained to her how the shallow draught of the vessel helped the ship navigate the reefs around the Sabayan Isles. Other vessels had a long trip south to skirt the dangerous reefs, which added tens of days to a journey, particularly if winds were unfavourable.
 “But surely the ship is less stable on the water with such a shallow draught,” she said.
 “Not at all,” replied the Captain, “the ship simply rolls with the sea.”
Her shoulders visibly slumped as she considered the implications.
 “Come along,” said Foley jovially, slapping her on the back as he passed her to hop onto the deck, “She’s a solid vessel. I think.”
 “I’ll ride,” she moaned. “I’ll meet you there.”
 “You’ll ride, will you?” he said. “Give my regards to Merat and the Kodistai on your way through Kor’Habat will you. I’m sure they’d be delighted to see you.”
 “I can avoid Kor’Habat,” she reasoned. “They’ve probably forgotten about me already anyway.”
Foley raised an eyebrow, then gave a little bow and offered his hand in a flamboyant gesture.
 “M’Lady,” he said.
 She took his hand reluctantly and jumped the narrow gap to the deck.
Fate, it was heaving already in port!
 Her stomach tightened in anticipation of the voyage.
 
Truman stood waiting at the arched entrance to the vast port. He had sent a palace servant ahead with his bags, but carried his lute slung over his shoulder. Granger had gone off earlier, telling him to meet here. Now he saw the Historian approaching, his bag of books slung over his shoulder, and a satisfied smile on his face. Granger had spent days writing in those books recently, barely emerging from his quarters for meals. He had joined the rest of the Band every evening to hear their stories shared, and to enjoy the camaraderie, but was also absorbed in chronicling recent events.
 “Well?” he said.
 “Well,” Granger replied.
 “What’s the mystery? Or will I need to wait to find out?”
 “All in good time, my friend. All in good time.”
 They headed into the port to find their ship. It was easy to locate in the quietness of the once bustling harbour; they followed the sound of Blunt’s voice.
 “Get those bloody barrels secured or it will be salt water for drinking. Marlon, you useless bastard, is that all you can carry? Fate man, I’ve seen toothless crones lift more. Sewell, you brainless great turnip, help with those lines.”
 “It seems that our great leader has parted with enough coin, and has opted not to employ the Dockers to load the vessel with our supplies,” Truman observed, smoothing his moustache just as Blunt turned to see them approach.
 “Well if it isn’t our two learned friends come to watch the work being finished,” he said, voice heavy with sarcasm. “Truman, write a poem celebrating the efforts of others. And Granger, be sure that your history books indicate that the pair of you did bugger all to help.”
 “Certainly, sir,” Granger replied, “and would you like the histories to record the fact that you led us from Hadaiti wearing your mother’s hat?”
Laughter erupted from the men on the ship. Blunt simply puffed out his chest and cocked the hat back a little on his head.
 “This hat cost eight silver marks, will be a practical piece of attire under the hot sun on this voyage, and will add a little style to this shoddy assortment of mangy scruffs. Now if you would care to join us on the bloody ship, we can all bugger off!”
 “Well,” said Truman softly, “You heard the man.”
 “After you,” Granger gestured towards the ship.
 
 Elan felt a sense of relief when the ship finally cast off; the ‘longing’ had been growing stronger and stronger. He was desperate to get back to the family Grove, and reaffirm the bond there. Lythurians seldom stayed this far from home for as long as he had, and now at last he could tell himself that the distance would get less each day. Every mile eaten up on the voyage would be a mile nearer to Arbis Mora, and then he could travel north to the mountains, and his home.
 His bond to Kellan was almost as strong, and if he could convince the man to return with him, then he could feel truly at peace.
 There were bridges to rebuild for Kellan too, of course.
He squinted into the sun as they sailed from the port, the sea calm ahead of them. The Sabayan Isles and the reefs that strung across the Adorim Sea would not be visible for some days yet, and soon they would be further from land than Elan had ever been. This thought both excited and terrified him. He had heard stories of shipwrecks, especially along the reefs, but the Captain had assured him that the ship had the best pilot there was, and that he had passed through the reefs more times than he could remember.
The ‘Sea Raven’ slipped silently beyond the confines of the port and into the open sea. Gulls and other sea birds that Elan did not know the names for followed the ship as it gently grasped the air with its sails. The crew expertly harnessed the stiff breeze, a bewildering array of ropes and pulleys being used to finely adjust the angle of the vast sheets, which billowed and snapped as the ship found purchase.
 “You look thoughtful,” Kellan said as he took his place leaning on the gunwale.
 “Looking forward to going home, Kellan.”
 A silence hung between them.
 “I had hoped you would stay with me a little longer,” Kellan said.
 “I had hoped that you would come home.”
 “There is still something I need to do.”
 “I know,” Elan sighed, “but I had hoped that victory at Hadaiti would have dispelled those thoughts.”
 “I have to avenge her, Elan. I have to avenge my mother’s murder,” he replied. “There is not a day that passes that I don’t think about her.”
Elan turned to his friend to look him in the eye. “I know, Kellan, but this revenge must not be allowed to consume you. You may never find him. He may be dead already. Who knows, you may have killed him already. How many Koratheans have you killed?”
 Kellan shook his head. “I would have known.”
 Elan put his fingertips to his lips as he thought. “Then at least take a break from this search. Come home with me and talk to her. Just take some time to think.”
 Kellan laughed a humourlessly. “I am not sure I would be welcome any more.”
 “Don’t be ridiculous,” he replied, “there is nothing that can’t be worked through if you will both just talk to each other.”
 “Do you really think so?” Kellan said sceptically.
Elan spread his hands. “Have I ever given you bad advice?”
 
 
 




Chapter Eight
 
 
Beginnings…
 
 “Go on; jump,” Elan shouted from the water.
 “What about the rocks?” he shouted back from his precipitous perch on the cliff.
 “Go between them,” Elan replied.
Kellan looked down at the pool. The warm water steamed invitingly, but the rocks lurking just below the surface looked dangerously close together. He had watched Elan jump into the gap from the high ledge, but was having doubts now. He fancied the climb down even less however.
 He had been in Lythuria for two winters now. Elan and he had met after only one day and they had been friends ever since. The pale jade boy was blessed with an impish grin, and his green eyes sparkled with mischief.
 He had appointed himself Kellan’s guide. He explained how heat from below the ground maintained the warm temperature in the bowl that held Lythuria in the bosom of the Greater Cascus Mountains. The heat from deep under the mountain vented up into the lake and pools, melting the snow that surrounded them, creating a constant trickle of melt water that warmed and ultimately plunged from the cliff Kellan had scaled with Granger. The big lake in the centre of the bowl was called Topaz, after the colour of the water. The pool he looked down at now was one of many around the raised edges of the bowl that eventually fed into Topaz, not as warm as the large central lake, but enough to keep a swirl of steam above its surface.
The warmth was maintained throughout the year; the only seasonal variation being the length of the days, but Elan said that it never got cold here; the blizzards turned to warm rain before they had a chance to hit the ground. The deep soil was the result of many years of sediment being carried down by the melting snow and settling in the bowl, so the trees had plenty of depth for their roots to delve.
Eventually he could wait no longer. He lined up his feet to the edge of the ledge, squeezed his eyes shut, and jumped. His stomach lurched as he fell, and he hit the water slightly flat, punching the air from his lungs and stinging his back horribly. He struggled to the surface and was relieved when Elan was there to help him to the edge of the warm pool. The boy was laughing as he dragged his gasping friend onto the flat rocks at the base of the cliff.
 Kellan lay on his back trying to catch his breath, and holding back the tears prompted by the needles in his back.
 “I’m telling mother,” he heard a girl’s voice shout.
 “Eloya, no,” Elan yelled, then jumped from the flat rock to the edge of the pool and ran off.
 Kellan turned his head to see Elan running into the trees, with the elusive little girl well ahead of him. He relaxed and tried to forget his stinging skin. After a few minutes, he slowly sat up and allowed himself to dry off in the sun before wading through shallow water to the pool’s edge and to his clothes. He dressed slowly, wondering where Elan had run to after his sister and why.
Then Granger and Elan’s mother came striding through the trees towards him. Elan followed, looking sheepish while his sister Eloya marched proudly beside her mother.
 
Kellan and his friend sat quietly in the upstairs room of Elan’s house. They could hear voices through the floorboards; Elan’s parents and Granger locked in intense conversation. Their voices were muffled and indistinct, but there was no mistaking the tension those sounds carried. Elan put his finger to his lips and gestured for Kellan to go to the corner of the room with him. They tiptoed over to a chest, and Elan took one end, silently urging Kellan to take the other. With a wince they moved the chest quietly from its place against the wall, revealing a crack in the floorboards that allowed a view of sorts to the room below. Suddenly, they could hear every word.
 “And I have lost count of the number of times I have told that boy to stay away from that jump,” Elan’s mother was saying.
 “I am sure they meant no harm,” Granger replied.
 Kellan could only see Granger from his angle and the waving hands of Elan’s mother from time to time.
 “Perhaps you should take a greater interest in that boy’s behaviour,” she replied.
 “Believe me, I am as angry as you are,” he said defensively, “but they are just boys.”
 “He is a bad influence on Elan, I swear it. He never used to be like this.”
 Then he heard another voice, or rather a mocking snort.
 “Are we talking about the same boy?” Elan’s father weighed in. “Stealing honey from the pantry; painting old Erral’s sheep green? Boys will be boys, dear,”
 “I will not have my boy injuring himself or worse in some ridiculous stunt,” she said angrily.
 “As I recall, it was that very stunt that caught your eye when we were younger,” Elan’s father persisted.
 “You were not my son,” she hissed, “and if you had dashed your brains out I would have married Lomon, the Smith’s apprentice in your stead. No doubt he would have shown a stronger hand in keeping his son from mischief.”
 “Look,” Granger said reasonably, “I will talk to Kellan…”
 “Talk to him all you like,” she interrupted, “but I forbid him from seeing my son anymore.”
The two boys exchanged worried glances from their secret vantage. Elan’s father walked into view with his hands extended, palms down in a conciliatory pose.
 “You cannot separate friends,” he said, “that will only make their behaviour worse. But there is another way.”
 There was silence from downstairs as the boys strained to hear.
 “Traditionally, martial training starts at twelve winters, but I think in this case, Master Sharrow will be amenable to their starting early.”
 The boys looked excitedly at each other at the mention of martial training. Children played with small, light bows from an early age, but only started to receive structured training at the age of twelve.
 Would they really be allowed to enter the training school to start their tuition early?
 “Martial training?” Granger said doubtfully, “I am not sure that would be the best path for Kellan to take.”
 “What about their studies?” Elan’s mother asked.
 “Over and above their studies,” Elan’s father replied. “They will have no energy left for mischief.”
 Granger sounded doubtful. “Even so, I am just not convinced that teaching Kellan to use weapons is such a good idea.”
 “Believe me,” Elan’s father persisted, “martial training is the best way to calm a boy down. It focuses the mind, disciplines the body and evens the temperament. What those boys need is a challenge and something to distract them from…”
 “What are you doing?” They both jumped at the voice from behind them. “Are you listening?”
Eloya; Elan’s younger sister by a winter. Like most siblings, Elan and Eloya had a constant feud going with one another; a tit-for-tat relationship that frequently elevated to shouting matches, or Eloya throwing something, or Eloya running to her mother to bring her brother to justice. Elan hated her as brothers do.
 “Shut up, Eloya,” hissed Elan. “You told on us.”
 “You shouldn’t be listening. You’re in big trouble,” she said petulantly.
 The two boys were already replacing the chest, trying to cover up their crime in case Eloya called out to her parents.
 “You can’t get us in any more trouble today,” Elan said as his little sister turned to head for the stairs with another story to tell the grown-ups.
 “Wait,” Kellan said quickly, running to stop her. “Wait, listen.”
 She turned imperiously to face him, all childishly haughty with her arms folded across her chest and her head cocked to one side, mimicking the pose struck by her mother when Elan was explaining his latest prank.
 “I know where there are some honeycups growing,” he said.
 Her eyes grew wide. “Where?” she said.
 “I saw them from the cliff, while I was climbing above the pool.”
Honeycups were rare flowers that grew sparsely among the rocks and fissures around the rim of the bowl that held Lythuria. They never grew in the same place twice, and were sometimes not seen for years at a time, but occasionally they could be found if you were lucky. They were sought after jealously by the girls of Lythuria to be worn in their hair or on their clothing, and boys and young men had gone to great lengths to find them as gifts for their sweethearts.
 “But you’re not allowed to climb there anymore,” she said, already looking interested.
 “I could get one for you,” Kellan urged. He looked hard into her piercing green eyes, “but you have to promise not to tell anyone who it was that got it for you.”
 She looked tempted, and a little sheepish. “When?” she said quietly.
 “Before lessons tomorrow,” he said, “I will leave a little earlier and climb up and pick one. Your friends will be so jealous if you go to lessons with a honeycup in your hair.”
 She grinned. “Yes, all right.” Then she skipped back to her room down the corridor. He watched her go.
 “Did you really see honeycups?” Elan asked.
 “Just one, across from the ledge in a crack in the rock.”
 “Can you reach it?” he asked doubtfully.
 “Not sure. I can try,” he answered.
 “Leave it. She will have forgotten by tomorrow. Anyway she can’t really tell on us the day after, so why bother?”
 “Because I said I would,” he replied. “Will you help me?”
 “You’re mad,” Elan shook his head. “People pick honeycups for girls they want to marry you know. Do you want to marry my sister?”
 Kellan blushed. “No!” The side of his face not covered with the birthmark was scarlet.
 “You do,” Elan teased, “Kellan wants to marry Eloya.”
 “Shut up,” he pouted.
 Elan began to mince about the room holding imaginary skirts in his pinched fingers. “Oh Kellan, you are so brave,” he said in a high pitched voice, “climbing all that way to pick me a honeycup. We shall be married in the spring, and have lots of babies.”
Kellan tackled his friend and they fell, laughing, to the floor. Wrestling, jabbing the other in the ribs, and giggling.
 “Well I see your spirits are not dampened,” Granger said from the doorway. He was leaning against the door frame with his arms folded, watching with wry amusement. The boys scrambled to their feet and stood sheepishly, awaiting a reprimand.
 “Come downstairs,” he said quietly, “we have something to discuss.”
 
Elan did join Kellan the following morning to try to pick the honeycup. They could barely contain their excitement when they met, not because of their mission to get the flower, but because of what they had been told the previous evening. They carried their books bound together with a tether and slung over their shoulders
 “I thought we were going to be punished,” Elan said.
 “Me too. But martial training?” Kellan was buzzing. He had hardly slept that night, after being told. He was a little nervous, still being small for his age; he would be even smaller amongst older boys, but he could barely wait all the same. They would start as soon as Master Sharrow could make the necessary arrangements, which would only be a few days. Every day after lessons, they would have to report to the Martial Training School to begin their journey into adulthood.
 “I can’t wait,” Elan said, “I will be the finest shot in the land, and win all the contests.”
 “Do you really get to make your own bow?”
 “Yes. And arrows.”
 “And we get to fire at targets?”
 “Oh yes,” Elan said casually, “target practice is very important. It’s the main part of our training.”
 “I can’t wait.”
They passed several of the stone houses, the glow of lamplight signalling the occupants were up and readying themselves for the day. Each collection of houses sat in a family Grove. The trees ranged from the strange squat saplings, to the stately old giants of the Groves.
They reached the pool with the cliff rising from its edge, and Kellan looked up at the ledge he had jumped from. It didn’t look so high from down here; he was sure it had been much higher.
 “Where is it?” Elan asked.
 “Somewhere to the right of the ledge; it was hidden from the ground. I only saw it when I was nearly at the ledge,” Kellan replied, looking up at the black face in front of him. The handholds to the side of the route they had taken the previous day were a lot scarcer and Kellan wondered if he would be able to reach the fissure when he found it again. He placed his books on the ground.
 He started climbing, placing his hands and feet onto lips and ledges he recognised from his efforts the previous day. The rock was worn smooth where countless young boys had climbed through the generations to make the jump into this pool.
But Kellan’s interest lay across to his right. He could see it now, the fern-like leaves protruding from the plant’s precarious position on the cliff. From the middle of the cluster of leaves rose the yellow trumpet of the honeycup with its bright red stamens and wavy edged petals. He had never actually picked one before, only having seen them when some beaming girl sported one in her hair, earning the delight and envy of her friends. The scent was meant to be exquisite, and he fancied he could smell it already on the breeze.
 “Can you reach it?” Elan asked urgently from below.
Kellan assessed his position and looked for any holds that might take him across to the flower. “I think so,” he replied.
He reached across with a pointed foot, and placed the edge of the sole of his shoe on a small lip, then slowly transferred his weight onto that foot while moving his hand across to a shallow crack.
 “Careful,” he heard from below. A fall now, and he would not have the luxury of a watery landing; instead the flat rock he had lain down on to recover yesterday awaited. He edged across a little further, palms beginning to sweat as he made careful moves on tiny holds. He found a ledge big enough for half the width of one foot where he balanced and rested his aching fingers. The flower was now only a stride away, but a stride through thin air.
 There was a large hold just out of reach. He was sure he could reach it if he lunged for it, but failure carried a heavy cost and he wondered if he should just go back. He was about to turn back when the sun broke over the horizon, sending a shaft of golden light to illuminate the flower. It was like a beacon. It was as though the flower shone from within, calling him. He could not turn back now.
He steeled himself for the jump, and counted to three, then launched himself from the little ledge with such force that for a moment he feared he had overshot the hold, but mercifully his fingers closed over the large flake of rock. He heaved a sigh of relief and looked to his right. The flower beckoned. He let go with his right hand and reached for the flower and his fingers brushed the fern-like leaves. He edged his hands a little further over and raised himself a little to increase his reach. With a mighty effort, he stretched across and grasped the base of the stem with relief, plucking it easily from the crevice.
 He placed it carefully between his lips, careful not to crush the stem, and returned both hands to the hold. The flower filled his nostrils with its heady perfume, but all he could think about was what would happen if it made him sneeze
 Having jumped across to the handhold he was not able to make the jump the other way, but there were a few holds above him, so with an effort, he climbed higher.
 “What are you doing?” Elan sounded agitated. Kellan was unable to answer with the stem in his mouth, and so climbed on silently. Eventually he was able to make his way across and then down to the ledge over the pool, and then down the way he had come.
 “Got it,” he said triumphantly, when he was able to remove it from his mouth. “Let’s go.” They picked up their books and ran back the way they had come. Lessons were due to start soon, and they had better not be late.
 On the way, they saw Eloya. Elan called to her, and ushered her to the seclusion of a large willow tree.
 “Did you get it?” she asked eagerly.
 Kellan produced the flower and held it out to her. She gasped when she saw it and reached out with both hands. Then she pulled them back a little, cupping the flower instead with her hands but not touching it. She breathed in the scent deeply, eyes closed and a look of sheer pleasure on her perfect little jade coloured face.
 “Kellan, it’s lovely,” she said at last with that crooked bashful grin of hers. She took it delicately, and placed it in her hair above her left ear. She produced a small hair clip from a pocket and secured it. The bloom looked huge against her delicate childish features, but no less lovely for it. Then she reached for his face and pulled him towards her, planting a kiss square on his lips.
 Elan guffawed, as Kellan stood dumbstruck for a moment. Then Eloya lifted her chin, spun imperiously, and strutted away to show off her prize.
 
Five days later, the boys hurried to the Martial Training School. Lessons had dragged that day. Since hearing that Master Sharrow had agreed to take them, every day had been interminably long, with this final morning seemingly without end.
They arrived at the gates and passed through into a small courtyard in front of a large stone building built on three levels. They walked through the wide, open door into the spacious room within. The central atrium used the full height of the building, with stairs ahead leading to a balustrade that ringed the central room on two upper levels. Doors led from those high galleries, presumably to classrooms, offices, or accommodation. The centre of the atrium was dominated by a suit of intricate armour. The heavy leather was worked to fit snugly over the torso of a bigger man than either of them had ever seen. There were display cases of swords and axes, crossbows and longbows, battered armour and crushed helmets. They felt timid now, their initial enthusiasm somewhat dampened by their surroundings.
 “Kellan Aemoran and Elan Arellan.” They both jumped at the voice that boomed and echoed in the atrium. He was on the gallery above them, and made his way to the steps.
 “Master Sharrow,” Elan managed before his mouth dried up.
 “You have arrived on time,” Master Sharrow said approvingly. “That is a good start. Be sure and maintain your punctual manner, and we will get along fine.” He smiled a wide, friendly smile as he walked down to meet them. He was broad shouldered but wiry with short cropped black hair greying at the temples. His skin was the colour of uncut jade like all of his people, but his carried the raised and puckered marks of many scars.
 He inspected them visually, then looked into their eyes carefully, and felt their shoulders and arms for muscle.
 “Mmm,” he grunted, “it will be some time before either of you can draw a longbow. But that does not matter, for we are making arrowheads today, and the next several days. Basic smithing of arrowheads is an important part of being a good bowman. Come, follow me.” He turned and made his way through another door that led out to a large courtyard with straw filled targets and hanging boards on ropes attached to pulleys.
 “Hold!” he shouted, putting his hands back to stop the boys behind him.
 “Clear!” came a call, and a line of archers, boys a few winters older than themselves, put their bows down. They crossed the large archery range to another stone building, this one open at the front. Gathered there were several boys and a heavyset man of perhaps seventy winters in a thick, leather apron. His skin was dark green from years at the furnace and parchment thin with age, but the sinews in his arms told of a man with many winters left in front of the forge.
 “These are Kellan and Elan,” Master Sharrow introduced them. “They will be joining us. This is Master Eromin the Smith. He will teach you to make your own arrowheads. We are renowned for the quality of our archers and the weapons they use, and we believe that the strongest arrowhead is not cast but forged. Cast arrowheads are fine for hunting, but you must also learn to forge heads for use against armour.”
 “Are we going to war?” one of the boys asked, wide eyed.
Master Sharrow smiled. “I certainly hope not. We have lived in peace here for centuries and will continue to do so as long as Fate allows it. But we must guard against the day that we need to make a stand. If you are to truly master the longbow, you must master all of its component parts. You must be one with the bow and shaft. Master Eromin taught me all I know about smithing arrowheads; he is a master of his trade so mark his words well.”
 The blacksmith gave a grunt in acknowledgement.
There was a ring of anvils around each of the two furnaces. A boy was standing at each one dressed in an apron similar to the heavy one worn by Master Eromin. Each clutched a hammer, or had one on the anvil.
 “Aprons,” Master Eromin said, gesturing to a pair hanging on the wall. The boys retrieved one each and put them on. A little big, especially on Kellan, and they covered the boys from chest to knees. “Let us begin,” he continued once they had tied the straps securely.
 “I don’t have an anvil, Master Eromin,” Elan ventured.
Master Eromin smiled toothlessly. “No,” he said, “today you are on the bellows.” He directed each of them to a bellows that fed air to one of the furnaces. “And we need the fires hot.”
 
 They worked the bellows for the next four days. Not once did they lift a hammer or tongs, or beat the glowing nuggets of metal on the great anvils. They worked the bellows, bringing the coals to white heat with their efforts. The work was tiring and the harder they worked the hotter the fires burned and the more they sweated. When the other boys went to the grindstones to put edges on their flat tips, Kellan and his friend cleaned the grates under the furnaces and swept the floor. Martial training was not all he expected.
 Every day after lessons they made their way to the Martial Training school, and each day they walked a little slower. At the end of each day, they both went to bed bone weary and dreamt of nothing but labour.
Granger and Kellan lived in a small cottage in Elan’s family Grove, but despite his proximity to his friend, they stopped seeing each other in the evenings, having gone to bed early. Granger had an elaborate meal cooked for Kellan every evening when he got home and he would eat it hungrily, taking a second helping where he could, and then wearily head for bed.
When the older boys carved out their fluted arrow shafts, Kellan and Elan swept up. When the older boys fired their arrows on the range, Kellan and Elan bound straw with twine for targets. When the other boys learned to glue the strips of different wood together to make a longbow, Kellan and Elan mixed pots of hot resin on the stove.
 For weeks they laboured; while the older boys learned, and sniggered when their instructors weren’t looking. Kellan was beginning to think he would rather never do martial training than put up with another day of menial tasks. He slumped into his seat when he got to the cottage and put his head on the table.
 “Tired again,” Granger said. “They must work you very hard.”
 “It’s terrible,” Kellan moaned. “All we do is clean and tidy and lift and carry. I haven’t even touched a bow yet.”
 “Maybe there is more to your training than simply learning how to draw a bow.”
 Kellan looked up. “Like what?” he said suspiciously.
 “Perhaps it is important to learn discipline,” he said, placing a bowl of stew and a hunk of freshly baked bread on the table in front of Kellan.
 “What do you mean?”
 “A soldier’s life – for it is a soldier’s training you have started – is not all about exciting battles and heroic deeds.” Kellan started on the stew, but kept listening. “Most of the time a soldier is in camp, or on the march, or waiting on an order that could come in the next heartbeat, or not for many weeks. A soldier needs to be disciplined at all times and follow the orders he is given. That way, when a Commander gives the order, he can be sure that it will be carried out regardless of how unsavoury the task might be. If a Commander tells his men to cross a river, but half of them decide that they don’t want to get their feet wet, then his army is split and vulnerable.”
 “But all we do is boring stuff,” Kellan said through a mouthful of stew. “At least soldiers get to do a bit of exciting stuff.”
 Granger sat down and squinted at Kellan. “I believe you are being tested.”
 “Tested?”
 “Have you ever complained about the work you have been given?”
 “No,” Kellan replied, as if the very notion was unthinkable.
 “Then I believe you are doing well in the eyes of your tutors.”
 Kellan sighed. “Will they ever teach me anything fun?”
 Granger laughed. “They will teach you all you want to know, in time.”
 Kellan was buoyed by the thought. At least there was hope.
 That night, Kellan dreamed of bowstrings drawn taut and arrows in flight.
 
In the morning, Granger told Kellan that he would not be going to lessons that day. Ganindhra wished to see him. Kellan had not seen the strange creature since that first day, but Granger spoke with him regularly.
Ganindhra was the leader here in Lythuria. He could never leave his prison throne, yet was held in awe by the people he ruled. He was old, Kellan had learned that much, though how old he did not know. The bark-skinned man had been in that place within the greatest tree since the history of this people began. Some said that Ganindhra gave them life, breathed the vital spark into the soil and created their kind. Others said that he was just a very old and wise being. Granger clearly knew more about the strange being than he was willing to divulge, however.
Whatever he was, Kellan was afraid of him. The way he appeared to grow from that living pillar of wood, his skin gnarled and twisted, made Kellan’s skin crawl.
 He arrived at the great tree and was met by a Lythurian man who greeted him and waved him past to the opening in the massive bole. The room within was dim in comparison to outside, and Ganindhra was the only presence there.
He hung from the pillar, fused from the waist down and his torso tipped slightly forward, apparently asleep. Kellan moved slowly, deeper into the living cavern, watching the creature constantly. Two slits opened in the knurled features, revealing eyes like backlit emeralds. Kellan felt a stirring within him he had not felt since their first meeting. It was like a creature trapped in a pit, trying to claw its way up the steep sides, but not having the strength to do so. Formless as yet, in the depths of its abyss, but emanating menace all the same. And with it, that infernal buzzing he knew to be in his own head.
 “Kellan Aemoran,” Ganindhra said in that deep voice that Kellan felt in his chest.
 “Yes, Sir,” he replied nervously.
 “Come nearer, I wish to look at you.” Kellan edged closer. “Nearer.” He reached out a huge hand that looked as though made from a fusion of wood and leather, and beckoned for Kellan to come closer still. The big hand settled on Kellan’s shoulder with unexpected lightness, and Ganindhra leaned forward to bring his face to within a hand span of the boy’s own. The giant creature stared hard into his eyes and Kellan found himself unable to break away from the ancient gaze that studied him.
 “You are getting older, Kellan,” he finally said, “and you must learn to be on guard.”
 “From what?” Kellan asked.
 “For the most part, from yourself.”
 “I don’t understand.”
 “All Men struggle with themselves as much as they do the rest of the world,” Ganindhra said, lifting his great hand from the boy’s shoulder and leaning back. “You must learn to control your feelings before you can control events around you.”
Kellan wondered if all boys got this talk with Ganindhra. He had never heard of such an audience but perhaps this was some sort of test too, a rite of passage.
 “Anger is your greatest enemy,” he continued, “but harnessed, can become your strongest ally. Sit.” The Lythurian he had seen on his way in had entered unseen by Kellan and placed a chair behind him, and was retreating from the cavern. “I need you to do something for me.”
 “What?”
 “I need you to try to clear your mind. I need you to think only of one thing. I need you to focus on the most peaceful image or memory you have. Do that.”
Kellan shut his eyes and tried to think of his most peaceful memory. He thought of his family, his home, he thought of his father working in the fields and splitting logs. He had been very happy. He thought of his mother.
 “No,” said Ganindhra. “Those memories invoke too much emotion. You must detach yourself from such things.”
Kellan wondered if the creature was able to read his mind. He tried to think of something that put him at perfect ease, and reached with his mind for the knowledge. It came to him. That moment when he had been washed down the torrent and over the waterfall. He had hung in space then, falling with the water, bound as they were by the same forces, yet detached and invulnerable for that instant. He allowed himself to be enveloped by the memory.
 “Yes,” Ganindhra rumbled like an avalanche, “that is it. Hold onto that moment, use it to remove yourself from the internal struggles of the mind.”
Ganindhra’s words soothed him, nudging him towards a place of sanctuary and stillness. The passing of time became an irrelevance. Kellan floated free; carried by the words of the creature and the memory of that moment in his past, he felt as though he was watching himself from without. Not looking down at his own body sitting in the chair, but rather, seeing his innermost thoughts from outwith his own mind. He saw the emotions boil in the cauldron of self-awareness but was shielded from their heady effects. Everything was clearer to him, understanding so much simpler to achieve without the babble of a myriad feelings vying for attention.
 “Good,” Ganindhra said slowly, “now come back to yourself. Come back.”
Kellan reluctantly released the moment and sank back into the miasma of his emotions, that seemed at first too complex to understand or master, but as they settled on him, familiarity returned. He became himself again, but still had the vague memory of that detached state and the route he had taken to it.
 “Good,” Ganindhra said again. “That was far better than I expected for your first attempt. You have a gift for this; we have hope yet. I wonder, I have one more task for you today. I hope it is not too far to go, but I will ask you to return to the memory you reached for. Find your ‘Calm’. But before you do, listen to me. I want you to look at your surroundings, look at me, yourself, this tree, and tell me what you see.”
 Kellan nodded. He shut his eyes again and slowly forced his way out of his psyche, and into that place of Calm. Now that he had found it once, the path was clearer.
 “Tell me what you see.”
He looked around and saw Ganindhra, no longer forbidding, but simply a wise teacher to be observed and obeyed.
 “Look deep.”
 Kellan searched but could see nothing beyond what he had seen the first time.
 He returned to his normal self and shook his head. “What were you hoping for me to find?”
 “In time you will find it. Of that I am certain,” he replied. “Now go and practice what you have learned. We will meet again soon.”
 
 
 




Chapter Nine
 
 
 A few hours into the voyage, Granger called Truman below. Most of the Mercenaries were lounging in the sun or rolling dice on the deck. Blunt snoozed in the shadow of the quarterdeck, his garish hat tipped forward to cover his eyes.
 Truman followed into what passed for the galley, where Granger was grinding a collection of herbs with a mortar and pestle.
 “What are you up to?” he asked Granger.
 “You may have noticed,” he replied, not taking his eyes from his task, “a certain lady looking a little green.”
 “Valia? She is suffering from sea-sickness.”
 “She certainly is, and it has not put her in a good humour,” Granger said, transferring the powder into a mug.
 “No, she threatened to drown me when I offered my sincere sympathy.”
 “Of course she did,” Granger said, pouring hot water into the mug.
 “What’s that?” he asked.
 “This,” Granger said holding the mug triumphantly, “is your salvation.”
 “I beg your pardon?”
 “A cure for sea-sickness.”
 Truman still failed to grasp the thread of what Granger was offering.
 “For you. To give to her,” Granger spelled out.
 “Ah,” realisation dawned, “does it work?”
 “Of course it works,” he replied, hurt. “At least, I have seen it work. Come, quickly, offer it to her.”
He handed the steaming mug to Truman and bundled him up the steps onto the main deck, where Valia was leaning over the gunwale. Her head was bowed as she leaned her elbows on the wooden surface. When Truman got nearer, he could hear her groaning softly.
 “How are you feeling,” he asked as he approached cautiously.
 “Oh, Fate, not now Truman,” she said just before dry retching.
 “I have something here to help ease the sickness,” he said.
 “If it is another ode to my beauty, I’m not in the mood.” She emphasised the statement by turning to face him. Her skin was pale and her eyes bloodshot and red rimmed, and there were flecks of vomit still on her chin.
 Just then, Foley arrived and sat upon the gunwale with his back to the sea.
 “Not feeling our best are we?” he said cheerfully.
 Valia withered him with a look.
 “The trick is to keep your eyes fixed on the horizon,” he said. “My Grandfather was a fisherman you see, and suffered terribly from sea-sickness.”
 “You are sitting precariously for one so witty,” she warned, nodding to his position above the water. He looked down at the fast rushing surf below and dropped onto the deck as a precaution against her ire.
 “No, really. I can remember it as clear as day,” Foley persisted. “‘Keep your eyes fixed on the horizon’, he used to say. Try it.” He returned to his game of dice on the other side of the ship. Truman was about to offer the mug when Foley shouted over, “Or maybe it was ‘never look directly at the horizon’. I’m not so sure now that I think on it.”
 Valia slumped and groaned.
 “Here, drink this,” Truman said insistently. He took her hand and pressed the mug into it. “Drink,” he repeated.
 She sipped at the mug, and made a face, but continued taking larger and larger gulps.
 “What is this?” she asked.
 “Just a little something I cooked up to ease your discomfort,” he lied, hoping to Fate that Granger had enough of the herbs to last the voyage.
 “That was kind,” she said, tipping the mug back to swallow what was left.
 “It was the least I could do,” he said, smoothing his moustaches with a thumb and forefinger. “It saddens me to see you distressed.”
 “Really?” she said doubtfully.
 “It is said that when a bond forms strongly enough between two people, they can feel each other’s pain,” he said. “They know each other’s joy and sorrow; they can share agony and ecstasy, as surely as warmth or wine. In fact, it is also said that no emotion can truly be experienced unless shared.”
He found that he was holding her hand in his, her calloused palms belying the soft cream of her skin. He did not remember taking it, but there it was. He felt a fire in the touch that he would take to his grave, yet it was a fire that demanded more. There was a delicacy within her battle hardened body that Truman felt he could almost touch; behind her physical strength and stature, a fragility. Her fragrance overrode the salt in the air and her presence obliterated the vast loneliness of the sea. The desire to embrace her was almost too much to bear.
 “Bollocks,” she said, retrieving her hand and sniffing the mug. “Could go another one of these though.”
 Crestfallen, Truman returned to the galley.
 
Granger had appointed himself ship’s cook. Normally the crew would take turns to cook for themselves as well as the passengers, but he had insisted on taking on the mantle. They had adequate supplies on board for the voyage, mostly breads, dried meat and eggs with some fruits to supplement their diet. However, Granger was intent on cooking as much fresh fish as they could catch. They trawled with nets and baited lines, hauling in all manner of fish which he set about with herbs and spices and varying techniques. Baking, broiling, poaching and frying, in all sorts of marinades and sauces.
Not every attempt could be called a success, but he enjoyed the diversion.
It also reminded him of something he had discovered shortly after becoming mortal. There was a drive he felt that had never before affected him. A desire to achieve and experience. It seemed that with a finite amount of time allotted to mortals, they strove to make the most of their lives. Some did this through building wealth or stature, whilst others simply tried to see and do as much as they possibly could before the inevitable. Some were driven to extremes by this obsession, whilst others were more sober in their ambitions, but he had begun to understand the impulse behind Man’s urgent struggles.
Life was not to be squandered or taken for granted, and this was the sole cause of Man’s greatest achievements as well as His most deplorable atrocities. For in their pursuit they frequently put aside the needs or rights of others and rode rough-shod over anything that stood in the way of their own single aims. But in the here and now, in the relative isolation from the rest of the world on this ship, Granger set about the task of savouring the flavours on offer. Observation was a pale shadow when compared to participation. He raised his goblet to toast the unseen Emissary he knew to be there, before taking a mouthful of the wine and tossing the rest, sizzling, into the large skillet. It bounced and spat in the pan, binding its aroma into the fillets of choi-fish. Then, he eased the delicate slices onto a serving dish.
 “Truman,” he called, “another serving.”
 The poet appeared a few moments later with an empty platter, and exchanged it for the freshly cooked offerings.
 “How is the appetite up there?” Granger asked.
 “This should about do it,” he replied. “Come up on deck, the sun is setting.”
Most days, the weather was fine and the crew and mercenaries had eaten on the deck, enjoying the air, winds had been light but constant and their progress over the last five days was steady. Evenings were spent listening to Truman play his lute, or Granger telling his tales of far off lands. He enjoyed the storytelling, found that his ego craved an audience, and would pace the deck with their eyes fixed on him as he spun legends for their delight.
 They climbed the steps to the main deck to join the others. Most of the food laid out on the table of crates had been eaten, and a few diners were still picking at morsels from their plates in their various reposes about the deck. Truman added the final platter to the banquet and reunited himself with his wine goblet and makeshift seat on a small crate. He lifted his lute and began to lazily pluck at the strings.
The ‘Sea Raven’ was chasing the sun to its watery bed on the western horizon, clouds painted red through shades of pink and orange. He sang softly to himself, a song about the loneliness of the sea. It told of a sailor, doomed to be far from his betrothed as he drifted upon the oceans, and of how he would gaze upon each sunset, knowing that the woman he loved would be doing so too. By the end of the song, everyone on deck was silent, listening to the sad notes and thinking of those they cared about, wondering if they too gazed upon this sunset.
 Only one of their number looked at the horizon without fondness. The Captain eyed the clouds ahead with an uneasy expression.
 They did not know his name.
 “Call me Captain,” he had said. “My wife calls me by name, in her more tender moments. Aboard this ship I am Captain.”
 They left it at that.
 “Trouble, Captain?” Granger asked, seeing his worried look.
 The Captain chewed on a ball of tobacco. “Storm brewing,” he said without looking away from the horizon.
 “Is that a problem for us?”
 The Captain spat onto a stained patch of the deck behind the helm where he stood, holding the wheel gently, allowing it to waver a few degrees either way in his hands. “Is if it hits us,” he said plainly.
 “Will it?” Granger could not help think of all the ships he had seen dashed by the great fists of waves, huge swells tossing sailors to their briny graves and sails ripping from their masts. He had always observed these events from his place of immunity, coldly committing to memory the deeds of the doomed. Now he stared at the horizon with an anxious feeling in his belly.
 The Captain sent a stream of brown saliva onto the deck again, but said nothing more.
 
 Hit them it did.
In the early hours of the morning, Kellan awoke to shouts from up on deck. He was in a hammock in the stuffy quarters in the bow of the ship with the rest of the mercenaries. A few others were stirring too as he struggled from the canvas sheet and dropped onto the rough wooden boards. The floor listed alarmingly under his feet, causing him to grab hold of the hammock again to stop himself from tumbling across the width of the low room. The floor righted itself slowly, but continued, to throw him the other way. He unsteadily made his way to the steps leading to the main deck, clutching what he could for balance. There were protests when he used slumbering mercenaries for handholds.
 He reached the steps and hauled himself up to the door.
He was met by a spray of gale-driven brine. The crew were fighting to secure rigging and avoid being washed overboard by the waves that crashed onto the deck. The Captain heaved on the ship’s wheel, trying to turn the unwieldy vessel into the waves to cut through them rather than have them break across the sides.
 They had reduced the amount of sail available to save them from ripping, but this made the ‘Sea Raven’ slow to respond, and the Captain heaped curses upon the crew and the sea at large.
Flashes of lightning froze the frantic efforts of the crew for the briefest moments and thunder cracked with a sound he felt as well as heard.
Then he spotted Blunt, already on deck, holding on to a cargo net that covered some barrels. He waited until the ship was approaching level, then darted from his doorway sanctuary across the listing deck, and slipped and skidded into the same net. Blunt grabbed at his clothing to secure him as Kellan scrabbled to find purchase on the rope.
 “Bloody fool!” Blunt shouted over the storm. “What do you think you are doing?”
 “What are you doing?” Kellan gasped back.
 “Checking the wine,” Blunt replied. “Had to be sure the buggers had it secured.”
A wave broke over the side, obliterating the mercenary leader from Kellan’s view for a few moments. When the water rolled away, they were still clinging to the netting, spluttering salt water.
 “You risked this for wine?” Kellan laughed humourlessly over the noise.
 “You find this bloody funny?” Blunt spluttered.
 “That you would risk your life for wine? No.”
 “This will fetch a good price in Ter’Arbis. Dashiyan wine.”
 “If you had brought a little less, it would have all gone in the hold,” Kellan reasoned, before another wave broke over them. “Anyway, since when did you become a merchant?”
 “There are more ways to earn an honest coin than killing Koratheans, young Kellan,” he replied.
 Kellan laughed again, this time with a hint of real mirth. “You never cease to amaze me, Blunt.”
Another wave crashed over them, and the Captain continued shouting at his crew. Then they heard a splintering of timber and watched in horror as the mizzen mast at the stern was felled by the ferocious wind. It smashed the top of the quarterdeck just a few strides from the Captain as he wrestled with the wheel. The Captain bellowed at a crewman to cut the rigging that held it to the ship. Even as a crewman made his way across the deck with a hatchet, the ship listed alarmingly with the drag of the mast in the water. Kellan’s good humour drained from him.
 “Cut that rigging man or we’ll be over!” shouted the Captain more urgently.
 The crewman cut one of the stout lines with two strokes of the hatchet, and had just set about the next, when another wave broke over the side. It took the poor man by surprise and he vanished in the foam and into the roiling sea.
 “Man over!” went the shout.
 Kellan knew he had to act, but the helplessness of his position frustrated him to the point of anger. Now the waves were blows. Attacks on his person, trying to pull him from the ship or pull the ship down with him.
 The sea itself had turned on him.
He tried to stand, but skidded on the slick boards and cracked his elbow on the deck. He cursed, and stood again, feeling that familiar rage bubble in his core. Cold fury at his helplessness surged. It appalled him yet felt so right, sickened him with its sweetness and he fought the urge to give in to it. It buzzed in his mind like wasps in a jar, trying to overcome his senses but as he neared the brink of giving himself to the cold fury, he found that moment of free-fall.
He let go of emotion, and instead chose to fill his mind with the memory of those few heartbeats when he was washed over the waterfall as a boy. That moment of freedom and detachment from the world. The perfect Calm.
The pent up energy of the rage slammed into the wall of the Calm, unleashing a shock wave that emanated from him in a growing sphere. It lasted only a moment, but Blunt saw and felt the force of that impact as the lashing rain and driving spray was driven away from Kellan in an expanding globe of unseen energy that lasted only a heartbeat.
Kellan was on his feet, moving sure footed across the slick, tilting deck. The ship, the quarterdeck, the waves and wind, the rigging and mast all became parts of a simple collection of components in a puzzle. His surroundings were no less real but they were simpler to negotiate, like a child’s toy. He had time to think through every movement as his environment slowed to accommodate his actions. He was aware of every detail around him and knew the path and pattern of every moving thing on the ship’s deck.
In his cocoon of calm detachment he timed his arrival at the steps to the quarterdeck to perfection, a wave crashing behind him. When some rigging snapped and a pulley whipped at his head, he simply ducked allowing it to pass without contact. In the same movement he was able to sidestep towards the Captain and pull the hatchet from his belt. Then three strides took him to a line for cutting. Two strokes against the wooden deck and it was cut. The torn stump of the mizzen mast was crashing up and down on the quarterdeck as the swell lifted and dropped the top it now held. It was simply a matter of moving beneath the mast as it rose, and being past it before it fell and he was at the last of the rigging to cut. A single stroke and the tension in the rope did the rest, the mast ripping free with a tortured sound, allowing the ship to slowly right itself again.
He walked purposefully back to the Captain and put the hatchet back into its holster, then returned to the main deck where Blunt was still lying against the lashed down barrels. He helped him to his feet and supported his stocky frame back to the door leading below the forecastle to the quarters they filled.
 He was aware of the stares he had drawn from the Captain and crew, but they were of no importance, not relevant to his aims at that precise point in time.
 “What in the name of buggery was that?” Blunt gasped, as Kellan helped him, dripping, down the steps. The mercenaries were nearly all on their feet, holding on to what they could while the deck heaved under them.
 “I’ve seen you do some improbable things on the battlefield, Aemoran, but that was unnatural,” Blunt said, when Kellan failed to answer.
Granger was quick to put himself between them, staggering as the deck rolled, but doing his best to pull Kellan to a seating position against a bulkhead.
 Slowly Kellan returned to himself. His consciousness settled into the familiar place he called self and, not for the first time, realization dawned.
The faces that regarded him were ashen with fear and nausea, but even as he caught his breath and considered what he had done, the ship found calmer water.
 “Now I have seen a few things in my time,” Blunt said, pointing an accusing finger at Kellan, “but that was not bloody normal.”
 “What did you see?” Kellan said, a little breathless.
 “What you did. To the air around you,” Blunt said. “And freeing that mast.” But even as he spoke the certainty drained from his voice.
 “I did what I could,” Kellan said as Granger checked him over for injuries.
 “That may be,” Blunt said, pointing still, “but I will be watching you, Aemoran.” He lowered his shaking finger and turned away, clutching at a hammock unsteadily.
 “Blunt,” Kellan said to the mercenary.
 Blunt half turned but did not meet his eyes.
 “We saved the wine,” Kellan said with a smile.
 Blunt grunted, and stumbled in the direction of the head.
 
 
 




Chapter Ten
 
 
Beginnings…
 
After his meeting with Ganindhra, Kellan and his friend began martial training anew. This time they were included in the classes as equals and not as skivvies for the older boys. They began by making their own bows. Each boy made his own bow and personalised it for their specific needs and abilities. Kellan, being weaker, made a bow with a lower ‘draw weight’ compared to his stronger peers, laminating the different woods with tough resins and binding them together with fine twine.
They made their own bowstrings from the gut of sheep, treating and drying it themselves to better understand their properties. They learned to make their own arrow shafts, cutting flutes along the sides for greater accuracy, adding the finest fowl feathers to their arrows for straighter flight, and of course, forging their own tips.
Above all, it was instilled in them to take pride in every aspect of their craft. A less than perfect arrow was of no use to anyone and should be discarded, even if the flaw crept in at the final stage of manufacture. As the months passed, the bond to their weapons became deeper. Each bow they made was a little better; each arrow flew a little straighter and further.
 They learned unarmed fighting techniques and sword skills too, but the emphasis was on skill with the longbow.
There was an annual archery contest for the trainees, open to all levels of pupil, from those just entered into the school to those in their final year of martial training. There was always a buzz in the days leading up to the contest, with extra care being taken to prepare new arrows with perfect flight. With each competitor responsible for his own tools of the trade, there could be no excuses for underachieving. There was a boy in his final year of training who had won the contest the previous year. His name was Lannier, he was sixteen and Kellan was determined to beat him. Lannier had seen the upcoming talent as a threat and had reacted by teasing and bullying the smaller boy at every opportunity.
 Kellan continued to have his sessions with Ganindhra every few weeks. Sometimes they would practice calming the mind and observing the world with dispassionate eyes, whilst other times they simply talked.
He learned how to gain finer control over his actions when he was in his state of calm; he was able to carry out tasks with greater precision and accuracy without distraction or frustration. Under Ganindhra’s tutelage and guidance, Kellan learned to harness his anger and direct it as he willed. There was an untapped source of power within him that swelled and boiled as his rage grew, that when controlled gave him abilities beyond his comprehension.
 But always controlled.
It was easy to get angry. All he had to do was think of his murdered mother. Bringing those ever near thoughts of her death to mind was all it took to wake the outrage he harboured, and with it the pent up hurricane in his heart. That wraith-like apparition in the recesses of his soul was always agitated in the presence of Ganindhra, but became inflamed even more so with Kellan’s anger. It grew with a surge that promised rapture, ecstasy, but was tainted with an abhorrence that both shocked and terrified Kellan. Ganindhra urged him on, and then encouraged the Calm, taking him closer to the brink of giving in to the sweetness of it, then coaxing him back with thoughts of weightless detachment.
Of course, he did not have to be angry in the first place to reach the state where he had elevated levels of control, but when he was, there was a momentum behind his actions that was far more powerful. It was as if he was riding in the space of still air just a hair breadth ahead of a tempest.
 “Do you remember our first meeting?” Ganindhra asked one day. “Not the day you arrived. The first time I asked to see you.”
 “Yes, of course,” he replied. “That was a few years ago now.”
 “Four.”
 “Yes, I suppose it was.”
 “Do you remember the task I set for you at the end of the meeting?”
 “Yes,” Kellan answered after a thoughtful pause, “I think I failed.”
 Ganindhra shook his head and waved the comment away. “You did not fail, Kellan. But you did not know where to look.”
 “Do you think I will be any more likely to know where to look now?” Kellan was sitting in his usual chair in front of the strange throne and its occupant.
 “Perhaps.” Ganindhra said. He leaned forward. “I want you to reach for the Calm, Kellan. When you find it I want you to observe your surroundings again, just as you did before.” Kellan did as he was asked. With practice he was now able to find that state in a dozen heartbeats or less. He pushed away all emotion, and as before, the alien presence deep within him snarled from within the barrier. Unseen, but felt all the same. “Good. Now realise that what you see consists of layers. There is the reality that you see, but also deeper truths. Imagine the surface of a pond. The weed on the surface hides the life below from view, hides the many layers in the water and mud from observation. Push aside the choking weed and see the world anew.”
He pushed aside a layer of reality to reveal what he had always seen but never realised was there. He saw a strand of light from the core of his mind, fragile and loose, being tossed about on the currents around him. The strand led away to the infinite distance, to a vanishing point that was beyond measure in remoteness from them, and yet at the same time, surrounding them and enshrouding them. Then he looked at Ganindhra on the same level and saw that strand like a beam of solid light, vast and unbreakable. It bound him to the same non-point as Kellan, but with a power, orders of magnitude greater than his own. Then he pushed further from the cavern and reached out into the world, sweeping aside clouds of insignificance until he saw them all.
Before him hung the constellations of countless minds, like jewels glittering with vitality. Minds alive with thoughts and the many folds of fragmented memories. Private worlds of scattered landscapes and discarded dreams. Thoughts flitting from shattered plane to shattered plane across gulfs too small to measure, yet so vast as to make the observer reel. Every bright point of life was linked to the core of existence by that fragile strand of wavering gossamer, their threads leading to the point that was everywhere.
 Pushing further still, he saw among the bright stars, lesser lights, not tethered as the others were but drifting free in space. Then he felt his grip on the Calm begin to fade. He had pushed against the fabric of his mind until it pushed back, and demanded balance be restored.
 He returned to normality slowly.
 “What was that?” he asked when he had full control of his faculties.
 “What you saw was our link to the Life-force that holds us to our respective existences.”
 “I don’t understand,” Kellan said.
 “It is difficult to put into words that you would understand, but I will try. We are all bound to life by a strand of Being. Without it we would die. Imagine a spring, giving rise to many rivulets of water that flow from it and rely on it for their continuation. Should the flow be interrupted or redirected, the trickle fades and eventually is gone completely.”
Kellan nodded, managing at least to grasp the fringes of the concept. “But mine was so thin, and yours seemed unbreakable.”
 “My grip on life is somewhat stronger than yours, Kellan. Stronger than most living things.” Ganindhra said.
 “Do you mean, you cannot die?” Kellan asked, wide eyed. The presence howled distantly in his mind.
 Ganindhra looked away with what Kellan read as sadness on his craggy features. “I used to think that,” he said.
 “I could see everyone,” Kellan sighed in wonder.
 “You went further than I expected you to. You have a talent for it. In time you will be able to find specific minds and touch them across many miles. You will learn to recognise the minds of friends among the constellations. But not today, that is for another lesson.”
Kellan nodded. He was not sure he could take in any new information anyway, though one thing still bothered him. “But tell me,” he said, “what did I see between the living. I saw faded images drifting free from the, ‘Life-force’, you called it.”
 “Ah, yes.” Ganindhra said sadly, “you saw those.”
 “What were they? Ghosts?”
 “Something like that. Those are the souls for whom rest is not achievable. There are many who die that are not at peace and cling to that realm, searching for answers that will elude them for ever. The Soul Keeper welcomes all who would go to him, but many are not ready to make the final transition, and wander instead between the planes.”
 “The Soul Keeper?” Kellan said, mind backtracking.
 “There are many names for the final resting place. Paradise, Elysium, call it what you will; when death comes, it is better to seek peace there than to become a lost soul.”
 Kellan nodded. He had a lot to take in today.
 
 Granger walked along the cobbled road, leading to the great tree where Ganindhra resided. He worried that the fallen God was pushing Kellan too hard in his pursuit of absolute control over the Daemon. Ganindhra had supported the plan for Kellan to start his martial training early, and had been receiving regular updates on his progress from Master Sharrow.
Kellan was small for his age, and still stooped a little, and he worried that pitting him against boys at least two years his senior would frustrate him unnecessarily. Kellan would be thirteen in a few weeks, and before boys could be men, their bodies and minds would play cruel tricks. Coming of age for Kellan could be the most dangerous time for this world, when emotion could be overblown by the chemistry of life. He knew what boys could be like, with the teasing and the bullying, and was not at all comfortable for the first year. Fretting like an old maid, he told himself. He hoped that Ganindhra knew what he was doing, knowing full well that the Gods had misjudged their adversary once before. He was not convinced that this remnant of what they had been retained the capacity to learn from those mistakes.
It was the mental training that worried Granger the most. It seemed to him that Ganindhra pushed Kellan very close to the brink of losing control of that rage, before coaxing him down with the techniques he had taught him. It was a dangerous game, and the cost of losing was everything.
 He arrived just as Kellan was exiting the tree.
 “All done for today?” he asked as he approached.
 “Yes,” Kellan replied, “I will get some practice done this afternoon. For the contest.”
 “Take a break,” Granger said, putting his arm around one skinny shoulder, “and stand up straight,” he chided.
The boy gave a long-suffering groan, but stood a little straighter. “I need to practice. Everyone else is at the school now, on the range.”
 “You are already better than anyone your age. You had two years’ head start. Anyway, not everyone is practising; Elan is at the family Grove, we have been invited to see something quite special.”
 “What is it?” Kellan asked.
 “You will see very soon,” Granger replied, shepherding Kellan in the direction of the Grove, “but hurry or we might miss it.” They set off back up the road that Granger had just come down, and he noticed Kellan glance wistfully along the road to the Martial Training School. He tousled the boy’s hair fondly. “And don’t worry about the contest. A rest will do you good.”
 “Maybe Elan could practice with me this evening,” he said hopefully.
 Granger laughed, and shook his head. “With persistence like that, you should win the trophy outright.”
 Kellan was certainly persistent. Stubborn, many said. But, he was single minded in his drive to achieve his goals. Managed wisely, he could be successfully guided through the difficult times ahead. It gave him a pang of sadness that this boy should become a pawn in this game. There was also a certain shame at his complicity in it, but the fate of Kellan Aemoran was the fate of the world and he would not allow himself to believe that all was lost. Not now.
There is always hope, he told himself.
 
Kellan was frustrated at being kept from bow practice this close to the competition; he needed all the practice he could get to beat Lannier, but his curiosity was piqued. Besides which, if Elan had allowed himself to be dragged away from the range, there must be something pretty special happening.
 They arrived at the Grove and made their way into the shade of the great trees, passing a few of the family’s stone houses with their neat gardens on the way. They arrived at a cluster of Elan’s family, gathered in a small, sunny clearing. He spied Elan, dressed smartly at his mother’s side. Eloya was just beyond her mother and slightly hidden from view. Granger gently pushed him forward, but hung back himself, choosing to remain in the cooler shade of the tree.
Elan saw him and grinned self-consciously in the pressed, tan clothing that Kellan now realised all the men were wearing. The women all wore white ankle length dresses, and flowers in their jet black hair. He stopped at Elan’s side, and peered round at Eloya. Her perfect little face was serene as she stood, fingers laced together at her waist. She had a crown of small yellow flowers woven into a ribbon in her shiny hair that hung down to the small of her back. The pristine whiteness of her full length dress made her glow all the brighter.
He was suddenly aware that he was blushing, when Elan gently elbowed him in the ribs. Kellan finally looked to the centre of the gathered family members to see what they were doing. There was a strange stump-like object on the ground, not unlike the saplings in the groves, but smaller and with fewer of the stubby branches. A man and a woman, Kellan knew to be Elan’s uncle and his wife, were kneeling beside it with their hands softly touching the smooth bark. The sapling was a little over a hand-span across, and not much more than that in height. It tapered greatly as it split to form half a dozen short branches with a few broad, leathery leaves.
 “It’s a Birthing,” Elan whispered to Kellan through clenched teeth.
 “A what?” he replied, just as quietly.
 “Birthing,” he repeated, as if that would clarify things. Kellan had heard of this, though never witnessed it. Lythurians were born from out of young trees, and the parents needed to coax the baby out when the time came.
He watched as Elan’s uncle began to gently prise open the top of the sapling, pushing his thumbs into the soft pulp. His wife, too, tenderly peeled away the side nearest to her, clearly trying to avoid overly damaging the young tree overly. The small crowd murmured, and Kellan saw couples, young and old, squeeze each other’s hands or exchange long, loving glances. Slowly the opening at the top became large enough for Elan’s uncle to push both hands into it. He paused, and exchanged a long look with his wife, his grin splitting his face. Then he gently lifted a new-born baby from the hole.
 Kellan gasped. There was a louder murmur this time, as the babe was raised up.
 “A daughter,” the man said. “We will name her Allandra. May the Grove keep her; and her It.” He was almost weeping with joy by the time he lowered the child and placed it in the towel held ready by the openly crying mother. She wrapped her daughter up and held her tenderly while her husband returned to the sapling, pushing the splits together again and wrapping the whole stump in wet strips of cloth.
Family members surged forward to meet the new child while her mother held her unashamedly selfishly. Kellan and Elan were the only two not joining the press of bodies; they exchanged a shake of the head. Women cooed at the baby, and men slapped the new father on the shoulders and back, his grin never faltering.
 “Elan,” his mother beckoned him into the little crowd. He rolled his eyes, and went to meet his cousin.
 Eloya emerged a moment later. “Hello Kellan,” she said demurely.
 Kellan could feel himself blushing. “Hello Eloya,” he said, “I like your new cousin.” He immediately regretted the stupid comment, but Eloya just laughed.
 “Meet me by the stream later,” she said, “before sunset.” She pointed deeper into the Grove.
 “I can’t,” he said quickly, “I have to practice. For the contest.”
 “Oh,” she said sadly, dropping her eyes to watch her little shoes kick at the grass softly.
 “Well, maybe I can,” he said quickly, “for a bit.”
 She brightened again and smiled at him. “Before sunset,” she said, and skipped back to the family members, who were beginning to dissipate into small groups.
 Kellan began to wonder if he would ever get to practice for the contest.
 
He left the range early, after a few hours of practice, eager not to be late.
 “Where are you going?” Elan had asked.
 “Granger has some chores for me,” he had lied, and then rushed off before his blushing gave him away.
He ran all the way to the Grove, only stopping to walk when he crossed the boundary, allowing his breathing to slow in case he seemed too eager. He made his way beyond where they had met earlier and on towards the stream. He reached the trickling water and looked around. He could not see Eloya anywhere. The sun had not set yet, and perhaps he was a little early, so he walked slowly upstream. He reached a clearing in the forest at a point in the stream where the water passed over a slab of polished grey-blue rock and tumbled into a crystal pool before continuing down to the great lake of Topaz, warming as it went.
 “Hello, Kellan.” He spun round to see Eloya, still in her white dress emerging into the clearing with a wide smile on her pale emerald features.
 “Hello,” he said dumbly. She giggled.
 “You look like a frightened rabbit,” she teased.
 “You startled me, that’s all,” he said. They stood in silence for a few heartbeats, Eloya smiling knowingly while Kellan felt his face grow hotter. She always did this to him.
 “Shall we sit down?” she said, enjoying his awkwardness.
 “Yes,” he replied hurriedly, glad of the diversion. They sat beside the little waterfall on a small grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest. She picked one of the small white flowers and rolled its stem in her delicate fingers.
 “Was that the first time you’ve seen a Birthing?” she asked.
 “Yes, I have heard of them, but never seen it before,” he replied. “It was very strange.”
 “Strange?” she said with a hint of affront in her voice.
 “I mean,” he said quickly, “I heard Elder Milasar talking about a baby being born in my village, and it wasn’t anything like that.”
 “Well I think your Elder Misalar is strange,” she pouted.
 “Milasar,” he corrected.
 “Oh, fine,” she said impatiently. “Who is that anyway?”
 “A woman from my village,” he said sadly. “She used to help the women give birth, as well as mend broken bones and heal fevers.”
 “I’ve heard how your women do it,” she said. “That is strange.”
 “So how did the baby get in there?” Kellan asked, ignoring the comment.
 “You don’t know?” she said wide eyed.
 “Well I know how it happened at the village. I heard the older boys talking. But this is different.”
 “Well,” she began, as though explaining to a child. “When a man and a woman love each other, they,” she paused, “come together.”
 “That bit I think I know,” Kellan said patiently.
 “Well then, they make a seed. The seed grows inside the mother until it is ready.”
 Kellan nodded. This all sounded pretty familiar.
 “Then they plant it, and look after it until it grows,” she continued, despite the lost look that suddenly came over Kellan’s face. “It can take as long as three years before the sapling is big enough to put on leaves and this is the signal that the baby is ready to leave the tree. The parents take it out.”
 “Like we saw,” he said. It all sounded very strange to him, but then, now that he thought about it, he had never seen a woman with the obvious bulge of pregnancy. Granger had told him that the people of Lythuria were very similar in most respects to the people of the rest of the world, yet contrasted greatly in others. He had told Kellan that while they were from the same ‘template’ - whatever that meant - their differences were more than skin deep. This must have been one of the differences. He wondered what Eloya would have made of childbirth in his village. The Lythurian way certainly involved a great deal less fuss.
 “Like we saw,” she confirmed.
 “And the tree?”
 “Continues to grow, of course,” she said. “All the trees in the Grove are of my family. That is my tree there,” she pointed at a young looking tree. It had become slender, having lost its squat growth habit after Eloya’s Birthing. “Every tree in the Grove started out as a sapling like the one you saw today. We all feel a bond with our tree; it will always be a part of us.”
 “What happens when people die? Does the tree die too?”
 “No, silly,” she giggled, “some of these trees are centuries old. They live on so that a part of our ancestors is with us long after they are gone.”
 “That’s,” Kellan wanted to say ‘weird’, but instead settled for, “interesting.”
 “Are you teasing me?” she said with a pout.
 “No, never,” he said.
 They sat in silence on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool. The sun had begun to set, painting the sky in shades of pink and orange on the western horizon.
 “Will you come to watch the archery contest?” Kellan said, trying not to sound too hopeful.
 “Of course I will,” she said, placing her hand on his. “I will come and watch you win.”
 “Oh, I don’t think I’ll win; Lannier will probably win it, again,” he said modestly.
She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “If you win I will give you another kiss.” And with that she stood and skipped back into the trees, leaving Kellan alone with his blushes, and the caress still tingling on his cheek.
 
 The day of the contest arrived. Kellan had hardly slept the night before, spending the hours in bed thinking of the day to come. Hoping for glory, but fearing failure.
 He ate his breakfast quickly.
 “Slow down there,” Granger said, “you will give yourself a stomach ache.”
 “I know,” he said through a mouthful of porridge, “but I think I can get an hour’s practice done before the start.”
 “What you can’t do now you will not learn in the next hour. You would do better to fuel your body for the day ahead.” Kellan nodded, and slowed a little as Granger placed a plate of scrambled eggs with herbs and mushrooms beside the bowl of porridge.
Kellan had come to realise that Granger was as much a parent to him as his real parents had been at Goat’s Pass. He had never been far from Kellan since they came together at the orphanage and since that day Granger had offered support and advice as well as scolding him when his behaviour warranted it. Granger gave him all the comforts of a loving home; cooked meals and shelter, encouragement when Kellan felt hesitant, and words of consolation when he was in need of solace.
 “Granger,” said Kellan after he had toyed with the last of his breakfast for a while, “there is something I wanted to ask you.”
 “Go ahead,” he replied, sitting at last with his own steaming plate of eggs.
 “Well, the other boys’ fathers carry their longbows onto the range for them, and refill their quivers with arrows. Master Sharrow said that one of the instructors could do it for me, but I wondered if maybe, well, would you do it for me?”
Granger stopped eating and placed his fork on the table. “Nothing would make me prouder, boy,” he said with a sincere smile. “Now, you best go and get ready.”
 Kellan nodded and left the table, trotting to his room to dress. Granger sat back in his chair and grinned, wiping a wet eye with his napkin.
 “Now that,” he addressed the room, “is a feeling you will never know.” Then he returned to devouring his eggs.
 
Kellan stood on the range, with a group of seven other boys. They varied in age from beginners of only twelve years to boys in their final year of martial training at sixteen. Kellan was among the youngest, but had been at the school for over two years now, and was hailed as a great talent on the range by his instructors.
Traditionally, the younger boys were knocked out of the competition early, with their honour intact but their appetites whetted for greater achievement the following year. Kellan however felt that he was good enough to challenge the older boys, and even win.
This was the third group to stand on the range. The four highest scorers would remain in the contest while the others would be knocked out. Then the challenges would become harder with every round. Spectators lined the edges of the range up to a few long strides down-range but most kept behind the competitors, where they would not distract them, and where they probably felt safer. Family, friends and old competitors came to see the spectacle, cheering the boys on. Eloya was there, with a blue flower tucked behind her ear. Kellan tried to concentrate on the range.
 Granger and the fathers stood proudly behind the boys, each with a bow and a large bundle of arrows, made by the boy they supported.
 When Master Sharrow gave the order, the men stepped forward and handed the boys their hand-crafted bows. Then a small bundle of arrows for the quivers at their hips.
 Granger winked at Kellan as he handed over a dozen of the fluted arrows. “Good luck, boy,” he said.
 Kellan nodded his thanks and turned to look down the range. The first challenge was the most straightforward. Each boy had to fire six arrows over a distance of twenty five paces into a bound straw target.
 “Archers, fire at will!” called Master Sharrow once the bearers had withdrawn to a safe distance.
Kellan nocked an arrow and drew back his bow. The bow was perfectly weighted for his strength, and he released the arrow at the top of a slow intake of breath. Then he exhaled as he took another arrow from his hip, never taking his eye off the target, and slotting the bowstring into the nock. He loved this fluidity of movement, the moment of release above all, breathing evenly into each action. Inhaling as he drew the arrow back, then exhaling after the arrow was set free and he reached for another.
 He slowly allowed the Calm to settle over him. There was a moment of regret at the letting go of emotion; it pleased him to be on the range, and the Calm took away that emotion, replacing it with detached efficiency.
Six slow breaths, and six arrows in the target, each one in the black dot of the bulls-eye. He was not the only one with all arrows in the dot, and so a pair of instructors acted as judges to decide which were the best grouped and most accurate. Kellan was easily through to the next round. The crowd applauded the efforts of all the boys, a few shouting out the names of their loved ones.
 Elan was also through to the next round. He had been part of an earlier group, and had come third out of the eight. There was a buzz amongst the crowd as the targets were moved back to fifty paces. The boys tried to maintain their concentration, avoiding eye contact with each other for the most part, in case they lost their focus.
Kellan was in the second group this time, wordlessly accepting the bow and six arrows from Granger. At Master Sharrow’s command, he began the mantra of inhale and draw, release and exhale. Another six slow breaths brought this round to an end, and once again, Kellan was easily through
At seventy five paces, the arrows were not as tightly grouped on the targets, and some of the boys began to show their limitations, but not Kellan. Though his bow was not as powerful as those the bigger, stronger boys were able to handle, within the calm of his mind the act of altering the arrow’s higher trajectory to make the distance was a simple thing. It was so obvious when the mind was not buzzing with self-doubt and overcomplicating the trivial.
At the end of that round, both Kellan and Elan were through, although Elan only just. The judges had been in quiet discussion at Elan’s target for some time before awarding him fourth place over a boy a year older. Of course, Lannier was through easily, and was strutting in front of a group of girls, who giggled and blushed at his attentions. They took a short break while the instructors readied the next challenge.
 “I was lucky in that last round,” Elan said, sipping a cup of water.
 “What do you mean?” he said
 “I thought the judges were going to knock me out. It must have been close.”
 “You’re through, so stop worrying about it. Just focus on the next round, Kellan advised.
 “How do you stay so calm? I’m more nervous than I’ve ever been and you just behave like it is any other day.”
 “‘Don’t worry about things you can’t change’,” he replied. “That’s what Granger tells me to do. Just do your best.”
 “You sound like my mother,” Elan said with exasperation.
 “In that case, she is a very wise woman.” Elan looked at him quizzically, and then they began to laugh. Granger joined them, along with Elan’s father.
 “You’re doing well lads,” Granger said encouragingly.
 “You had us worried for a while there Elan, but I need not have been concerned,” said his father.
 “I think I got lucky, Father,” he replied.
 “Nonsense,” Granger said, “you two are equal to those older boys any day you care to choose, including that Lannier oaf.”
 “Thanks, Granger,” Kellan said, watching the oaf himself prancing in front of the girls.
Master Sharrow called for the end of the break and everyone returned to their places.
This next challenge involved boards suspended from ropes that were in turn drawn across the range on pulleys. They were only two hand spans across, with a black dot at the centre the main objective. The idea was to put one of your arrows into each of the boards which were at distances of ten, twenty, thirty and fifty paces. Three archers stood facing the targets, with Kellan wrapped in unfeeling calm.
An instructor at each rope began to slowly pull the boards across their field of fire at Master Sharrow’s command.
He breathed the rhythm he had been taught, loosing the arrows at the top of his breath. The movement of the boards was merely another piece of the puzzle to slot into place, and four breaths sent four arrows to their targets. The spectators were getting livelier as the contest got harder, whistling and cheering the feats of the boys. The next three groups whittled the final competitors down to four. Elan had failed on the furthest board, and was being consoled by his father. Lannier, of course, won his group.
 They took refreshments before starting the final round, while the instructors readied the range. Kellan allowed his mind to return to normal and felt a rush of relief that he was through this far as feeling became available once more.
 “Bad luck Elan,” he said when his friend approached with his shoulders slumped.
 “It’s all right, I will practice more and do better next year.”
 “On another day you would have got that target,” he said. “I’ve seen you hit that board dozens of times in practice. Just bad luck.”
 “Never mind. You’re still in it. You can really win this, you know.” Kellan was about to reply when they were interrupted.
 “Kellan,” a voice behind them said.
 “Hello Lannier,” Kellan replied coolly. Elan groaned.
 “I just wanted to say, no hard feelings.” He held out his hand in a friendly gesture. Kellan took it hesitantly, then wished he hadn’t. The sixteen year old squeezed, and ground Kellan’s knuckles together painfully. He felt the bones pop and grind as Lannier crushed them together. Kellan gasped and tried to pull his hand away, unsuccessfully. “This is my final year, and would like to end my training on top, but good luck to you anyway.” He held onto Kellan’s aching hand for a moment longer, squeezing harder, if that were possible, then released it and walked away to talk with some of the older boys.
 “Fate,” he groaned, “I think he’s broken something.”
 “Let me see,” said Elan. Kellan held up his throbbing hand, trying to flex the fingers, and wincing with the effort. “You should tell Master Sharrow,” he said.
 “No,” Kellan replied quickly, “leave it. I’ll deal with Lannier my own way.”
 “But look at you; you can barely bend your fingers. How are you meant to draw a bow?” he insisted. Kellan looked at his rapidly swelling knuckles. He was sure the knuckle of the middle finger on his right hand was cracked or broken and could not bend it let alone hold a taut bowstring, but his index and third fingers flexed reassuringly.
 “I’ll be fine,” he said, reaching for the Calm as his anger simmered within him.
They were called for the final challenge. The remaining four archers would line up on the range. Fifty paces ahead of each of them was a shelter housing one of the instructors with a catapult and a pile of clay pots. On every beat of a drum, a pot would be launched upwards from behind the shelter, to be smashed with an arrow. When a competitor missed a pot, he was eliminated. The last remaining archer would be pronounced victor.
Granger offered a bundle of arrows to Kellan, and showed a mixture of concern and confusion at the boy’s swollen hand. He went to offer aid, but Kellan waved him away.
He drew the first arrow from his quiver and placed it on the bowstring. This would require a different technique, as the drum would beat irregularly, making breathing difficult to time correctly. He had learned to breathe shallow until the drum tolled, and then a sharp intake of breath and quick draw of the bow would have the arrow in flight before the pot began to fall. The stronger boys could hold their bows drawn, ready to release, but that would sap his strength unduly. The two other boys, Aron and Lukar, were the same age as Lannier, and all three would use that technique.
The first beat of the drum, and a moment later, four clay pots rose in unison from the shelters.
He was aware of the pain, shooting up his arm from his wounded hand, but it did not distract him from his purpose. Using his index and third fingers to draw the bow back, he drew in a sharp breath, timing the release of the arrow to intercept the pot at the top of its climb.
 Four pots shattered in near synchronisation. Kellan heard three bows being drawn already. They waited.
Another drumbeat a few moments later saw another four pots make their brief flights above the shelters. On the fifth drumbeat, one of the archers missed. Lukar. Kellan was vaguely aware of him backing away from the line with his head low, but he was not part of the focus that Kellan held over the range. His damaged hand was screaming at him to stop, to rest the wounded tendons and bones, but he refused to be dictated to by pain.
Three more pots shattered, then another three.
Aron missed, leaving only Lannier to beat. Master Sharrow called another order, that Kellan barely heard, but its implication was well understood. With only two contestants remaining, the drumbeats came a little quicker, and the pots were angled to one side or another. He heard Lannier snarl a few paces away from him, growling in anger at this boy who would not be beaten.
 The pots rose at awkward angles, and the drum pounded faster. His fingers threatened to give in as time after time, pots exploded in unison.
Then he released an arrow, and as he watched his pot explode, he heard a cry of anguish as Lannier’s did not. Quick as a thought he whipped an arrow from his quiver, nocked it and drew his bow, sweeping his aim to cover Lannier’s line. The arrow darted from the bow and smashed the older boy’s pot before it reached the ground. He did not have to look at Lannier to know that he wore a shocked expression. Shocked and defeated.
Kellan was aware of the cheer that rose from the side-lines of the range and the crowds behind him, but it was irrelevant to him. He felt no elation until he was able to slip out of the Calm, and into the tumultuous reception that awaited him.
 Elan was the first to lift him up, then a couple of the other younger boys joined in to hoist him onto shoulders and parade their young champion around. He laughed through gritted teeth, between wincing at the pain in his hand. He did not know who started the chant, but soon the whole range was booming with his name.
Ke-llan! Ke-llan! Ke-llan!
 He caught a glimpse of Eloya, standing calmly at the side-lines, surrounded by cheering spectators. Her smile held a promise however, and he would hold her to it.
 
 
 




Chapter Eleven
 
 
The storm passed soon after Kellan had freed the mast, and the dawn arrived with an innocence belied by the night that preceded it. The crew were inspecting the damage, when Granger surfaced squinting into the dawn light.
 “That was a foul night, Captain,” he called to the ‘Sea Raven’s’ commander.
 “That it was,” he replied sadly. “Lost a mizzen mast, and a good man.”
 “I am very sorry to hear that,” Granger offered his condolences.
 “We can fit a new mizzen in Kepu,” the Captain said philosophically.
 “I meant about your man,” said Granger.
 “Ah, yes.” The captain had the decency to look embarrassed. “Thank you.”
He wondered how the Captain could be so flippant when he had lost a soul to the sea, but then remembered that these sailors faced death on every voyage, and death on land was unthinkable to them. One could hardly call it a blessing, but sailors were a hardy lot and would sooner be taken by the waves than some land-borne illness, or Fate forbid, old age.
 Granger was followed on deck by a few tired looking mercenaries from below, including Valia, who went straight to the side to empty her stomach.
 “I will ask Truman to prepare one of his brews for you,” he suggested. He had given the pouches of herbs to Truman, who had dutifully kept Valia supplied with the stomach calming infusion. She replied with a heaving sound that sounded more animal than human. Slowly the quarters below decks emptied themselves of passengers, and they wandered about the ship, surveying the damage.
 “Well,” said Granger, rubbing his hands together, “anyone for breakfast?”
 
Kepu was on the largest of the Sabayan Isles, Sapauru. It was the only place that could be called a town in the whole archipelago. The island folk lived in very small communities scattered thinly along the length of the islands, coming together only to trade. Kepu served mainly as a stopover for the traders that took the route through the reefs. Without that trade route it was doubtful that Kepu would exist at all.
Three days after the storm, late in the afternoon, the ‘Sea Raven’ picked its way through the treacherous waters, weaving this way and that while the pilot sat upon the bowsprit watching the jagged outcrops below and giving hand signals to the captain at the helm.
 A few times during the operation there were grinding noises as the flat hull nudged the rocks and coral, earning the pilot a torrent of abuse.
 Kellan smiled at that and wondered if the Captain was in any way related to Scurrilous Blunt. Then his mind returned to the events of the storm. Blunt had been wary of Kellan since then. He wondered if he had lost the mercenary’s trust. He glanced at Blunt, in his bright red hat with the feathers, and the man turned away, unwilling to make eye contact, but clearly watchful of Kellan.
Despite the few scrapes, they arrived safely in the little port. Kepu was made up primarily of a series of wooden jetties, reaching out from the golden sands of the beaches like fingers into the tranquil blue water. They appeared to be constructed from stout wooden posts and uneven boards, bound together with thick twine. These jetties protruded far enough for the larger trader ships to moor, and held dwellings, taverns and trade stalls along their lengths. Every building was made from bound together lengths of straight branch, and thatched with sun bleached reeds.
 It was an island paradise.
Brightly coloured birds sat on perches beside many of the stalls, some for sale; others belonging to the stall holders. Monkeys chattered in cages, accepting offerings of fruit from their owners and nibbling in that ‘too human’ way that they do.
 The ‘Sea Raven’ was the only ship in Kepu. Countless small sailing vessels of improbable design flitted across the crystal waters or bobbed while their crews of two or three cast nets to catch the myriad bizarre fish that populated this place.
 Kellan was the first to jump from the ship onto the jetty. Elan followed him, and Valia climbed unsteadily onto the wooden platform soon after.
 “I swear, after this voyage, I will never board another ship,” she said gratefully as she welcomed the stability beneath her feet. “Or eat another fish,” she added.
 “Don’t let Granger hear that,” Kellan warned, “he would be mortally wounded.”
 “Care to join us for a drink?” Elan offered. “We’re heading for whatever passes for a tavern here.”
 “Thank you, no,” she replied, “I am headed for that beach and the shade of a tree, where I will remain until repairs are complete.”
 “That will be several days,” Elan warned.
 “Then so be it,” she said, “I need dry land under my feet, not a collection of sticks held together with string over the sea.”
They bade her farewell, and made their way to one of the airy wooden buildings perched on the long broad, jetty. The sign declared it ‘The Trader’s Inn’, and a young man with a broad smile welcomed them into the empty room. Like all the Island Folk, he was tanned to a golden brown, with black hair bleached in places by the sun to honey highlights.
 “Gentlemen,” he beamed, “how may I help?” His eyes lingered on Elan’s skin for a little longer than was polite, but his smile remained warm.
 “What’s on the menu?” Kellan asked.
 “Food or liquid refreshment?”
 “Liquid refreshment!” Foley burst into the room. “To celebrate our deliverance from the cruel sea.”
He placed himself between Kellan and Elan, and draped his arms around their necks, pulling them together in his overbearing way.
 “I hear they make a particularly special drink from the juice of the coconut and mango,” he grinned at the young Islander, who reached under the bar and produced a large gourd on a stand. He placed it on the bar in front of them along with three small cups. He wordlessly poured a narrow stream from the spout into each cup, and gestured his invitation to drink.
 Kellan took a cup and smelled the brew. It burned his nostrils.
 “All together, gentlemen,” Foley dared, and they all threw their heads back, downing the strong spirit in one.
The coughing that ensued only attracted more of the mercenaries, and it was not long before a good crowd filled the tavern. The Islander was more than happy to oblige with more and more of the gourds, accepting the silver coins offered in payment.
It was strong stuff, and it was not long before Kellan began to feel the effect of the spirit. He gestured subtly to Elan and they slipped quietly from ‘The Trader’s Inn’, leaving the mercenaries to their revelry.
 
Blunt was walking away from the ship with Olimar, having been checking on their small cargo when they found Granger writing in his books in the shade of one of the buildings on the jetty. He was sitting on one of a dozen crates stacked randomly on the boards. Blunt gestured for Olimar to wait at a distance, and then approached the historian. He pushed the brim of his wide hat back with a stubby forefinger, and nodded.
 “Granger,” he greeted him, “I hope I’m not interrupting your documenting of events.”
 “Not at all,” Granger replied, gently blowing on the ink to dry it before placing the open book on the boards of the jetty beside him.
 “Only, I would hate for you to record any details incorrectly, or omit incidents that might be important.”
 “You are being polite, Blunt,” he sighed. “You are angry with me. I can tell.”
 “Really. Well maybe you can bloody well tell me this; who is Kellan bloody Aemoran? What is he? What he did on board that ship was not natural. I saw it with my own eyes and still barely believe it.”
 “There must have been a great many things happening on deck in that storm,” Granger said reasonably.
 “Don’t,” Blunt growled, stepping forward and pushing a warning finger at Granger, “treat me like a fool. You know what I am talking about. You know a lot more than you let on. Now, that boy arrived with you, you know him, and I want to know exactly what it was that I saw in that storm.”
 “Kellan is a good boy,” Granger began.
 “Aemoran is a cold blooded killer,” Blunt interrupted him. “I have seen that boy carve his way through a battalion of Heavy sodding Infantry for sport, so do not tell me that he is ‘a good boy’.”
 “You know, he saw his parents murdered by Korathean soldiers when he was only a child. He has a better reason than most to hate the Empire.”
 “Orphanages across the land are full to bursting with children who witnessed their parents killed by the Empire. I seem to be failing to make myself clear. I saw him do something to the air around him.” Blunt shifted his gaze to a point above Granger’s shoulder, reliving the moment. “It was as if he had pushed the storm away from himself for a moment. I saw it. Felt it wash over me. I am not a man prone to delusions; now what was that?”
Granger gestured to a crate for Blunt to sit, and when the stocky man only glared in response, began to speak. “Kellan is wrestling with an inner demon, and none of us can truly comprehend what it is he faces every day in his mind. He is capable of many things, as you say, many improbable things, but he is at his core, just a frightened young man. For all that he has strengths and abilities beyond our understanding, in all the years I have known him I have never felt threatened by the boy.” He paused, wondering at the truth of that statement, but satisfied himself that it was true. “Kellan Aemoran is not a danger to us. He is a true friend and ally, not to be distrusted.”
 Blunt spat on the boards at Granger’s feet. “I will be watching,” he said, and then he turned and gestured for Olimar to follow. His son fell into step at his side with a puzzled glance in Granger’s direction.
 
 Valia was drifting in and out of sleep in that wonderfully decadent way. The dappled shade in which she lay allowed just the right amount of sun through to warm her without burning. She looked forward to the end of this journey, aware that her palms were becoming softer, and not relishing the thought of working through the blisters to toughen her hands again for the sword. She could normally spar to keep herself keen and fit, but she had had no appetite for it on the ship. The poet’s brews were all that kept her meals down, and even then, only just.
 She was dressed in the loose travel clothes that she had bought in Hadaiti, and knew that they needed a wash, but she would see to that later. Right now was for relaxation and dry, solid ground.
She became aware of a presence nearby, the barest hint of the sound made by someone breathing quietly, the scent of another person close by. She hadn’t heard anyone approach, but then she had been sleeping on and off. Without opening her eyes she slowly moved her hand to put it near the dagger in her belt. She tried to get a sense of her watcher’s position, her warriors senses straining.
 With one movement she drew the blade and rolled, coming up in a crouch with the dagger held defensively.
 “Truman!” she spat. “What in the name of all damnation do you think you are doing?”
 The poet was sitting on the stem of a fallen palm tree with what looked like a sketch pad on his knee. He barely looked up as he made a few strokes with his charcoal.
 “Now that is a shame,” he said. “You were far lovelier in repose.”
 “Are you spying on me?” she asked, not lowering the dagger.
 “Valia, you are lying in full view of half of Kepu on a beach,” he laughed. “No, I am not spying.” He returned to his sketchpad and smoothed his moustaches with thumb and forefinger before continuing.
 “Then what do you think you are doing?” she said, relaxing a little.
 “I am no artist, but I know beauty that should be committed to paper when I see it,” he replied, making a few more short strokes on the paper.
 “Truman,” she said in exasperation.
 “Don’t be angry, it was meant to be a gift,” he said, looking up. “I had hoped to complete it before you woke, and leave it at your side for when you did.”
 “I probably would have killed you,” she said, looking at the dagger she still held in front of her. She put it in her belt and sat down on the sand again.
 “Some things are worth the risk,” he replied, returning to his sketch.
 She watched him for a few moments.
 “Well?” she said at last, her patience having run out. Despite herself, she was actually curious.
 “Well what?” he said innocently.
 “Are you going to let me see it?”
 “It’s not finished yet,” he replied. “Could I ask you to lie down again, perhaps with one arm held just so?” He draped an arm over his head languidly.
 “Are you going to show me, or will I need to prise it from your dead fingers?”
 “Your threats do you no favours; for one so beautiful.” Valia groaned and lay back again, trying to keep her pose as far from what he had suggested as possible.
Another few moments passed before he spoke again. “As I said. I am no artist, but this is how I saw you there.” He lifted the sheet of parchment and held it out for her to take. She sat up reluctantly and leaned forward to reach it. She snatched it away, watching him suspiciously, before settling back down to inspect it.
At first she did not recognise herself in the loose fitting garb; it had to be another woman lying on the sand beneath a palm tree, but when her mind adjusted, the likeness was startling. He had caught every contour on her face, and the delicate depression at the hollow of her neck. He had captured in detail her ears and every wave of her hair, the few strands that escaped her braid curled on her brow. The braid itself nestled between her breasts where the fabric of her clothing was pulled tighter. He had spent far too much time capturing and shading every curve under that blouse for her liking, and where she had been lying with one knee slightly raised off the sand, he had clearly found the soft curve of her thighs a fascinating subject too.
 “It was meant as a gift,” he said, “so do with it what you will.”
 “Don’t you have friends to be drinking with?” she said sharply, folding the picture roughly down the middle. He spread his hands and made a show of bowing to her, then returned to the jetty and walked away.
 When she was sure he was gone, she opened the sketch again and lay staring at it for a long time.
 
 Having abandoned their friends to their collective fate in ‘The Trader’s Inn’, Kellan and Elan walked slowly along the jetty in the fading light, heads fuzzy from the alcohol.
 “Can’t I convince you to stay with me a little longer?” Kellan said.
 Elan sighed, “You don’t know how hard it is to stay away for so long, Kellan. The Grove pulls me constantly back to it. It feels like betrayal to ignore it. I hear its song in my head every waking hour; then it haunts my dreams at night.”
 “That seems a cruel affliction,” Kellan said.
 “No,” his friend replied. “The ‘Longing’ is the sweetest thing. I cannot describe the bond to you any more than Eloya could.”
 “Ah, yes,” he grumbled. “You couldn’t let that lie, could you?”
 “No,” Elan apologised, trying to mollify his friend with his tone, “I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant.”
 “You meant, I’ll never understand, is that it? I can’t possibly know what it is to be like you? I will always be something less? Is that it?”
 Elan stopped and took Kellan firmly by the shoulders. “No,” he said, holding Kellan’s gaze.
 Kellan deflated a little. “I’m sorry, of course not,” he apologised, and dismissed the spat with a wave. They started to walk towards the beach again.
 “I wish I could describe it, Kellan. In fact, I wish you could feel it. You call it an affliction, but it is a blessing. Like love.” He held up his hands before Kellan could get a warning look in.
 Finally Kellan shook his head and laughed softly.
 “Lythurians.You’re all mad, you know that? Still, I wish you would stay with me,” he said
 “And I wish you would return with me.”
 “It would not take long to find that butcher, you know.”
 “He is probably retired to Kor’Habat by now. You can hardly march into the heart of the Korathean Empire with your face and not have a few awkward questions to answer.”
 Kellan touched the birthmark that covered most of the left side of his face.
 “I do stick out a bit, I will grant you that much.”
 “Can you not lay her to rest?”
 Kellan stopped in his tracks. His friend stopped a couple of paces on and turned to him.
 “No,” he said softly, “and that is something I wish you could understand. Eloya couldn’t, and look where that led us. I was a child when I watched my mother die. I looked into her eyes as the life was cut from her. I see it every time I think of her; that terrible image. I see her head fall, her beautiful body slump to the ground. The lips that kissed away my scrapes, the arms that held me in the night when the wind howled. My mother; raped and reduced to a decapitated corpse, and a head rolling in the dust.
 “I am bound to that image, that moment, just as your Grove binds you. You are pulled homeward, I am pulled towards revenge. I must have it for my sanity; for every night I woke screaming; for every tear I have shed; for every moment of innocence lost; I must have revenge.”
Elan took two paces back to him and grasped his shoulders firmly, locking his gaze again.
 “Then we will return to Lythuria together. I will be at your side when you vanquish your demons, and then we will return home with peace in our hearts.”
 Kellan embraced his friend.
 “Thank you, Elan,” he said. “You are a better friend than I deserve.”
 “Better that, than to deserve a better friend.”
 
 
 




Chapter Twelve
 
 
Beginnings…
 
 “Promise me you will be careful.”
 “Of course, I will,” Kellan said, kissing her forehead. “Besides, Elan will be with me.”
 “That’s what worries me,” Eloya muttered.
They were in the secluded clearing in the Grove, lying on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool. Kellan was propped up on one elbow, stroking her hair gently. He was seventeen years old now and had long since stopped counting his years in winters; that season never touched Lythuria, heated as it was by the fires deep in the mountain. He had learnt in his lessons that Lythuria had been hewn from the mountain by a violent event long in the past. Fires from the core of world had erupted from the ground with such force, that a crater was blown in the side of the mountain. These same fires warmed what had become Lythuria, seeping up in less destructive quantities to the water and soil.
 “I have finished Martial Training, and lessons bore me. I want to experience something of the world,” he said, tracing a finger around her ear.
 “You’re not going to experience the world,” she said quickly, opening her eyes, “only the forests north of the White River.”
 “Of course,” he said smiling, “two weeks at the most. We will do a little hunting, visit a tavern or two…”
 “You better not go about looking at those serving maidens I have heard about,” she warned him.
 He laughed. “You have been reading too many stories, Eloya.
 “Well,” she pouted, “I’m just saying. You had better be careful, that’s all.” She returned to her dreamy repose, content to let it lie. Kellan watched her breathe, her breasts rising and falling. She truly was blossoming into a beautiful young woman, and he wondered, not for the first time, what she saw in him. She could have the pick of the boys in Lythuria and yet she had chosen this scrawny outsider with the birthmark covering one side of his face.
The sound of the water tinkling over the little waterfall, and the warmth of the sun conspired to make him drowsy too. He lay next to Eloya and allowed himself to doze a little. He decided to try something he had been practising tentatively. Ganindhra had shown him the way, but had explained that he had to find his own path there, and so he tried again. Perhaps their close proximity would help him.
He sank into the Calm, regretfully releasing the blissful serenity he felt at Eloya’s side in this place of beauty to replace it with numbness. He easily pushed aside the layers of murk in his consciousness to find the constellations of the minds surrounding him. They sparkled like gems of infinite intricacy, more facets than they could possibly have shone with thought and feeling.
 He found Eloya. He sensed her mind, feeling its familiar depths, saw the gossamer thread linking her to the Life-force and reached for it.
 He embraced her mind, unable to make sense of what lay within. Images and feelings ran like oil on water over the aspects of her being, drowning him with their complexity. He withdrew a little and reached again in a more subtle way.
Eloya, he thought. But she did not stir.
Eloya. She did not react. He reached deeper and breathed a thought into her soul.
Eloya.
 “Kellan,” she said dreamily, wriggling against his side in her slumber.
 He withdrew completely, and returned to the real, a feeling of accomplishment settling on him as he emerged. That would be enough for now.
 
Granger watched Kellan packing a small back pack with all the things he would need for his time in the forests to the south. He had mixed feeling about this trip. Kellan was no longer a boy, and needed to spread his wings. A young man needed freedom to reach his full potential and become a more complete individual. But, Kellan for all his strengths was vulnerable in so many ways. He was comforted that Elan was going with him. It was usual for young Lythurians to spend some time in the wilderness to the south before ‘the longing’ brought them gratefully home, and this would be Elan’s first taste of the wider world. Ganindhra had said that they could not stand in his way; that keeping him here would only let the rage within gather strength, and that their best hope was to let him find his own way; with guidance, of course. He had offered him all the guidance that was reasonable to give and Fate held their lives in Her fickle hands now.
 “Don’t forget,” Granger said, “the nights are cold away from here. Bank up the fire well, and wrap up warm.”
 “I remember,” Kellan said patiently.
 “It has been nearly ten years since we came here. It is easy to forget what lies in wait out in the world,” Granger said.
 “You mean the Empire, of course,” Kellan said, folding a woollen jumper and placing it in his pack.
 “It will not have gone away,” he warned. “Stay away from settlements if you see soldiers there.”
 “The Empire will not worry itself over two boys out hunting,” Kellan laughed.
 “You will be with Elan, and most Northlanders see very little of the Lythurian people. It would be best to tread carefully wherever you go.”
 “Of course we will,” Kellan sighed. “I know you are worried, but please don’t be. We will be back in two weeks, give or take a day, with only a few good hunting stories to tell. “
 “Good,” Granger brightened, “any longer and Eloya herself will go looking for you, and Fate help you if that happens.” Kellan grinned. “She’s a feisty one, Kellan. And well worth coming home to.”
Kellan continued to pack in silence, checking and double checking that he had everything on his list. He checked his longbow and inspected each of the arrows he carried, running his finger along each of the flutes in the shaft and checking the twine that held the feather flights in place. He ran his thumb over each of the points before placing them in the quiver ready for travel.
 Granger handed him some flat-bread, wrapped in waxed cloth, and a small pack of some mixed dried herbs.
 “To liven up an otherwise bland meal,” he said when he handed over the herbs.
 “It seems there is to be no escape from your cooking after all,” Kellan said, as he put his backpack over a shoulder.
 “How dare you,” Granger seethed in mock bluster. “Off with you now. And don’t come back until you have some manners on you.”
 Kellan laughed as he ducked a well-aimed dishcloth, and danced out the door.
 Granger followed him through the door, and called to him. When Kellan turned back, he tossed a small pouch to the boy. It jingled pleasantly when he caught it.
 “For emergencies; big and small.” Granger said with a conspiratorial wink.
 
Kellan allowed Elan to lead over the edge of the cliff beside the Veil, and onto the steps that he had not been on since he had climbed them as a child with Granger. That felt like a lifetime ago now. The world below held memories so remote from him that they seemed to be those of another person. He looked back and saw Granger watching from down the road; they exchanged a brief wave. No sign of Eloya, but then they had kissed behind Elan’s house while Kellan had waited for his friend, and he did not expect to see her. Still, it would have been nice.
 “I thought I would never get away,” Elan complained as they began the descent. “I swear, my mother gets worse the older I get. By the time I marry, I will not be allowed out of the house.”
 “Granger is nearly as bad,” Kellan said, “they forget we are not children anymore.”
 “I am sure Granger did not give you woollen underwear. In front of my sister, she hands me a set of woollen underwear, holding them up to me to check the size. Eloya nearly choked on her own tongue for holding back her laughter,” Elan complained.
 “You may yet thank her for those woollens,” Kellan laughed. “It gets cold outside of Lythuria. Have you ever felt cold, Elan?”
 “It can never be so cold as to make a man wear woollen underwear,” he said, but as they dropped from the steamy bowl into the biting winds of the Northlands, he began to doubt his vehemence.
 The waterfall that flowed from the cliff edge grew in loudness as they got lower on the face. They stopped to rest once, and to admire the view and let their legs recover from the relentless descent. This was why so few traders came to Lythuria; the physical barrier was so great. When trade did occur it involved ponies carrying goods to the foot of the cliff, then dozens of Lythurian men forming a loose chain on the steps to move crates and sacks up, then down the cliff.
 They had to raise their voices to be heard above the thunder of the water when they finally reached the steep scree at the base of the steps.
 “Where is the nearest tavern?” Elan said over the roar. “I have been waiting seventeen years for this moment.”
 “Then you will need to wait a couple of days more,” he said, pointing vaguely down the slope into the vast forests below.
 
They stalked the deer quietly through the sparse trees. Elan could see it moving through the stems, ears twitching in agitation. They had only just reached the tree line when they saw it, and had been following it for a few hundred paces when Elan felt he could bring it down. It was a black deer, small and agile amongst the dense trees of the lower slopes, but here in the more open landscape, it clearly felt more vulnerable.
 They had worked their way downwind of it so as to keep their presence hidden. He slowly drew back his arrow, aware of the subtle creak the bowstring made at the bow nock. The little deer raised its head and twitched its ears at the sound, nose working to find a tell-tale scent on the wind.
He released the arrow just as the animal jumped and fled, leaving the shaft to skitter into the scrubby undergrowth.
 Elan groaned.
 “Not so easy as on the range, is it?” Kellan said.
 “Your turn next then, if you’re such an expert,” he replied, stomping off to search for the lost arrow.
Kellan felt a sense of homecoming. This landscape was what he had grown up in, short stunted trees and scrub with the taller pines lower down the hillside. He had played through the summer as a child, building dams with sticks and stones in the little streams, pretending to hunt wolves and deer with his small bow and stick arrows. Now he was returning, nearly a man and changed forever, but the landscape remained the same. He inhaled deeply, tasting the air and the memories it held.
Elan returned with his blunted arrow, and they continued down the hillside into ever denser forests. They joked and laughed all the way, no doubt frightening every living thing for miles, so it was no surprise when they found evening falling with their hunt still unsuccessful. They would have to stop soon.
 They began collecting firewood, and settled on a spot sheltered from the wind by a large overhanging rock. The dry needles on the forest floor took a spark easily, and soon the fire burned brightly, dispelling for a while the cold that was drawing in.
 “I have some bread, and some cheese,” Kellan said when they were seated.
 “Now isn’t that a coincidence,” Elan said with sarcasm. “I have bread and cheese too. It is almost as though my mother and Granger have conspired against us.”
 “It travels well. Anyway, we would be eating venison tonight if you hadn’t been lumbering down the mountain like an avalanche,” Kellan joked.
 “Oh I see; well you won’t be wanting to share this with me,” he replied, taking a bladder from his pack.
 “What is it?” asked Kellan, curious.
 “Only a bladder of wine Father gave me when Mother wasn’t about.” Kellan scrabbled about in his pack.
 “I have two cups,” he declared, holding them aloft.
 “Then I propose a toast to your cheese,” Elan said, unstopping the wine and pouring a cup each.
 “And I toast your bread,” said Kellan, raising his cup. They drank from their cups then rolled on the ground with laughter; a sense of their newfound freedom sinking in and intoxicating them as much as the wine.
 That night Elan wore the woollens his mother had given him, and was grateful for them. The cold was bitter. There was little wind, but the frost settled on the ground despite it being summer. At this altitude, the nights were always cold.
 Kellan did not sleep well; he used his wakefulness to keep the fire burning high, and dozed fitfully until morning.
They ate more cheese and bread with a little dried fruit for breakfast before stiffly heading off again. Kellan remembered that when he and Granger had left the road to head up the mountain, it had taken several days to reach their destination. He had been a small boy and they had been travelling uphill, so he hoped that two fit young men travelling downhill would reach the road in only two days.
 He had promised to keep away from towns or soldiers if he could, but he and Elan had been looking forward to a night in a tavern for ages and would find one if it was the last thing they did.
 Towards the end of the day, they came upon a rough road. Kellan could not be sure it was the same one he had travelled, but all roads led to somewhere, and so they picked a direction and set off.
 They spotted wood-smoke as the sun set, and reached a small village a little after dark.
There was no movement outside, but one of the timber buildings had a warm glow seeping from gaps around the shuttered windows, and Kellan knocked on the door. A stout man answered, opening the door a crack to look out at them suspiciously.
 “Who is it?” he asked, looking Kellan up and down.
 “Two travellers seeking an inn, or hostel. We would settle for a dry floor,” Kellan smiled.
 “There’s no inn hereabouts. Ravenswold, down the track five miles.” The door clicked shut.
 “Friendly,” Kellan muttered, then knocked again.
 The door opened and the same face regarded him through the crack.
 “Yes?” he said, as though they had never met before.
 “I was asking about lodging for the night, sir,” he said.
 “No strangers.” The door snapped shut harder this time. Kellan stepped away from the door and led the way to another house across the hard packed road. He knocked on the door and waited.
 “Who is it?” a querulous voice sounded from inside.
 “Travellers seeking lodgings…” he began
 “No room here I’m afraid,” came the hasty reply. Kellan and Elan exchanged looks and shrugged.
 “Five miles,” Elan said, “in the dark.”
 “The moon is bright, we will manage,” Kellan said. “We’ll get no rest here it would seem.”
 They began to walk down the road again when they heard a whistle. They turned to see a small house with its door open, a wan light leaking into the night. A man was beckoning from the doorway so they trotted over to the house.
 “Come in, quickly boys,” he said, and they stepped past him into the cosy little cottage.
 “Thank you, sir,” Kellan said, “we are looking for lodgings for the night, and to be honest do not relish the five mile walk to Ravenswold.”
 “Ha, you’d have no luck there after dark anyway,” the man said. He was old and slightly bent, with missing teeth, but still moved quickly enough. His grey hair was thin yet well kept, plastered as it was to his pate, and his grip was strong as he shook their hands.
 “I am Franklin,” he introduced himself.
 “Kellan, sir, and my friend Elan,” Kellan said.
 “Lythurian, eh,” said Franklin, “haven’t seen one of yours for many years.”
 “We like to keep to ourselves, sir,” Elan smiled.
 “If only more people would follow your example. World would be a better place. Please sit; where are my manners? I seldom receive guests.” He cleared a pair of chairs of clutter, and motioned for them to sit.
 “Now,” he said, “before you say anything more, I am not an inn. I do not take coin for food or bedding. For one thing, the food is plain, and another, the bedding is hard.” He laughed at his own joke. “But I do have a pile of logs for splitting out there, that I hope I can trust you boys to see to before you leave in the morning. Do we have a deal?”
 The boys looked at one another, nodding. “More than fair,” said Elan.
 “Good, now if you excuse me, I will need to bulk up the pot. You will no doubt be hungry.” Franklin went to the cooking alcove where the stove radiated heat, and rummaged about for some potatoes and salted beef. A half hour later, they sat down to steaming plates of beef and potatoes, with a thin, spicy gravy.
 “Have you boys the head for mead?” he asked.
 “I am not sure,” Kellan said, but the old man was already taking a fired clay jug from the shelf and clattering about on another for cups. When he had gathered three mismatched cups, he filled them and placed them on the table. He finally sat down again and raised his drink.
 “To youth,” he said, and then drank deeply. The boys sipped at the sweet stuff, and made appreciative noises. Then they ate in silence for a while.
 “Now tell me,” Franklin said, as he cleared his plate, “what brings you boys here in these times?”
 Kellan swallowed a mouthful. “Just travelling a little. We thought we would see a bit of the world for a couple of weeks before returning home.”
 “Home? You live in the mountain too?” asked the old man.
 “Yes, it is a long story, but I live in Lythuria too. Not born there as Elan was though,” he replied.
 “Well, you chose a poor time, my friends,” he said sadly.
 “Why do you say that?” asked Elan.
 “You really are cut off up there, aren’t you?” he said.
 “I don’t understand,” said Elan
 “Perhaps it’s a good thing. The Empire has imposed a ban on all travel after dark, which explains your friendly welcoming committee. A few weeks back a man got into a bar fight with a Korathean militiaman. Just a brawl over something trivial no doubt, but the militiaman was killed. Accusations began to fly about, talk of open rebellion, you name it.”
 “Rebellion?” Kellan leaned forward.
 “Well, that’s what was said, but in truth it was just two men fighting over a dame or a spilled drink. The local governor has overreacted somewhat, and hanged a few people accused of being dissenters. Of course it didn’t take long for the less reputable businessmen to sow a few seeds about their competitors, or rival suitors to make a well-crafted comment in the right ear and you have a massacre. The Empire is looking for reasons to hang people. Leaving everyone quaking in their boots lest the finger fall on them.”
 “That’s insane,” Elan said in horror.
 “Bright boy; I like you,” Franklin said, “but sanity does not come into it where the Empire is concerned, though you didn’t hear that from me thank you very much. If you want my opinion, you lads should head straight back up that mountain in the morning, and stay there.”
 
The following morning, after a night on the floor, with their bedrolls, and a hearty breakfast, they set about splitting the large pile of logs at the back of Franklin’s cottage. A few of the other villagers watched them suspiciously, but left them to their labours. It took them about two hours to work through the pile, and then they said their goodbyes and thanked Franklin for his hospitality.
They continued down the road, heading for Ravenswold and the tavern they now knew to be there. They arrived before midday and walked into the town, weathering the stares that Elan attracted. There were a lot of stone buildings in Ravenswold, but still a large number of timber structures and the road surface was well cobbled. They made their way to the centre of the small town, passing a few shops, and a small tavern, but continued on to ‘The Raven’s Nest’. The sign outside had a brightly painted picture of a black bird feeding its chicks in a nest of twigs, proclaiming its name.
It was stone-built with whitewashed walls and small unshuttered windows. It looked welcoming enough, so they entered the common room at the front of the building. A few men sat drinking from mugs, chatting quietly. The murmur died when the boys entered, with the innkeeper looking up in surprise.
 “Well now, I don’t believe I have served a Lythurian in,” he rubbed his chin making thoughtful sounds, “four winters or more.”
 The murmur rose again, but the boys were aware of the eyes on them.
 “What will it be then?” he asked cheerily.
 “Two ales, I suppose,” Kellan said. The innkeeper turned and busied himself pouring two mugs of frothy ale before turning back, and placing them on the tidy bar top.
 “These first two are on the house, on account of the infrequency with which I see your kind” he said to Elan with a smile. Then as the boys reached for the mugs, pulled them away again. “That is of course, if your mothers say it is all right.” The drinkers in ‘The Raven’s Nest’ laughed at the joke, and the innkeeper pushed the drinks back towards the boys with a smug grin.
 “Enjoy,” he said.
 “Thank you sir,” Elan said.
 “I wonder,” said Kellan, “if you might have lodgings for us tonight.”
 “Indeed,” the innkeeper said cheerfully, “though not on the house I’m afraid.”
 “Of course,” he laughed, “thank you for your generosity.” He raised his mug, and then took a swig of the frothy stuff, covering his top lip in foam. It was bitter, but quite pleasant.
The innkeeper subtly motioned to Kellan to wipe his top lip, which he did with a smile then went to a table in the centre of the room. He took a small pouch of coins from his pocket remembering what Granger had said when he had tossed the pouch to him, “For emergencies. Big and small.”
With only a little bread left, and a night in the woods the only alternative, this struck Kellan as a small emergency. They enjoyed their first taste of ale, and had another which they drank slowly, watching customers drift in and out of ‘The Raven’s Nest’. A few people spoke to them, striking up conversations spurred by their interest in the Lythurian; people there were friendly and content. The few that did offer advice simply warned them to stay off the roads after dark, and to avoid the militiamen wherever they could.
 They took some time to explore the town. There was not much to see, but having decided to stay there overnight, there was an afternoon to while away and they did not have the stamina to drink until dark. They were walking across the main street when they heard the shout.
 “Militia!” They turned to look down the road, and saw, in the distance, riders approaching. They stood well clear of the road as the horsemen approached. The mounted militiamen were escorting a cart carrying a wooden cage with half a dozen wretched looking men clinging to the slats.
 The convoy halted outside ‘The Raven’s Nest’ and the militiamen all dismounted, save for two, who waited at the side of the cart looking surly. The soldiers swaggered into the inn, and disappeared from view. Kellan recognised the uniforms; the leather armour and blue-green cloaks, and thoughts of his childhood horror came flooding back.
Elan put a restraining hand on Kellan’s shoulder, sensing the tension in his friend. Thankfully, they had left their longbows in their room at the inn.
 “What is it?” Elan asked.
 “I recognise the uniform, that’s all,” he replied, relaxing a little.
 “From your village?”
 Kellan nodded. “The soldiers who came to Goat’s Pass were dressed in such armour.
 “These will not be the same men,” Elan said needlessly.
 “I know, but still it makes my blood boil.” They looked at the men in the cage, dirty and beaten and clearly thirsty. One of the militiamen that had waited with the cart dismounted and uncorked a bladder of water. He held it temptingly close to the cage until the men reached out with clawing hands. He laughed and splashed a little through the slats a few times, enjoying the anguish of their captives as they tried to wet their tongues on the droplets.
 “That’s inhuman,” Kellan scowled.
Elan took his arm and pulled him away. “There is nothing we can do,” he said.
 “No-one deserves to be treated like that,” Kellan said as he walked away with his friend, “except for those soldiers themselves.”
 They waited until the soldiers in the inn had refreshed themselves and continued on their way before returning to ‘The Raven’s Nest’.
 There was a subdued silence when they entered this time. Men were staring into their ale as if it had left a bitter taste in their mouths.
 “You did well to stay away from them, lads,” the innkeeper said on seeing them. “That green skin of yours would have attracted unwelcome interest.”
 “Who were they?” Elan asked.
 “Korathean Militia, here to keep the peace,” he said, smiling ruefully.
 “And those caged men, were they rebels?”
 “Who knows, they may as well be.”
 “What will happen to them?” Elan asked
 “They will most likely be taken as far as Firwood. There is a garrison posted there. They will be interrogated for information and most likely hanged,” the innkeeper sighed.
 “But what if they are innocent? What if they have no information to give?” Elan looked sick.
 “Everybody gives information during torture,” one of the customers said from a corner of the room.
 “Now, Roan, the boys don’t need to hear this,” the innkeeper said with a warning tone.
 “You would make things up to stop the pain,” Roan persisted, “tell them your own mother was Queen of the rebellion to make them end it all.”
 “That’s enough Roan, you’ve had your fill of ale today,” the innkeeper told him.
 “Those poor bastards were probably accused by their neighbours just to make the torture end, and they will point the finger at their own children with time. The torturer does not stop until he is sure you have given it all up, and so you keep spilling names, every name you know until they relent long enough to take your head or stretch your neck.”
 “I won’t have this talk in my inn. Get out,” the innkeeper said angrily, leaving the bar to eject Roan.
 “They won’t stop until there is no-one left to accuse,” Roan blustered, “unless we hit back. There are those who are fighting the Empire.” The innkeeper lifted him from his chair as he became more animated, and with the aid of another customer, led him unsteadily to the door. “If you kick a dog it will cower, but we are not dogs, we are men. If we all rise up, they cannot defeat us all. It takes men of courage to defeat tyrants. Stand together!” He was shouting by the time he was ejected.
 “Take him home and put him to bed before he puts a noose around his own neck,” the innkeeper hissed to the other man, then returned to the bar, smoothing his apron.
 No-one mentioned Roan again that evening. Everyone continued as if he had never been there and had that drunken outburst. The boys had another couple of ales, and some dumplings with spiced sausage, before retiring to their beds. They were both feeling ill at ease when they laid their heads down. Even with the ale, it took some time for them to find sleep.
 “In the morning,” Elan said sternly before they slept, “we leave this town and go into the hills and forests. As far away as we can get from people and soldiers.”
 Kellan found it hard to disagree.
 
Over the next four days, they tried to forget Ravenswold. Elan got his first deer, on his third attempt, one of the little black deer, and they celebrated with a hearty roast. They salted what they could for storing in their packs, leaving little for the wolves and crows. They found a pool beneath a waterfall where they swam and jumped from the rocks then lay in the sun to warm themselves again. Elan was used to the warm waters of Lythuria, and the icy melt water took him some time to get used to. Kellan pretended that he was used to the chilly water, but in truth, he had also grown accustomed to the steamy water of home, although he did not admit it to his friend.
They found the ruin that Kellan remembered passing with Granger on his way to Lythuria, and they spent an hour exploring the rubble, hoping to stumble on some great treasure in the ancient building. It had not changed since Kellan had seen it first. The faceless statue still lay broken, staring without eyes at what had once been standing around it.
 “What do you think it was?” Elan asked.
 “Granger says that no-one can remember,” Kellan replied.
 “Look, there are markings on this rock,” Elan said urgently, ducking low behind a huge block of stone. Kellan rushed over.
 “Where?”
 “Here.” Elan pointed at a section of eroded script that Kellan did not recognise
 “I cannot read it. What does it say?”
 “It says,” Elan said intently, screwing up his face. “It says, ‘Kellan Aemoran wets his bed.”
 Elan dodged away before Kellan could grab him, and ran off laughing. They continued on their way.
Early one morning they were stalking another deer, into their second week away from home, when they heard the voices. It was Kellan’s turn and he was up front when he heard shouts from ahead and slightly down the slope. He moved forward, crouching low and no longer mindful of startling the little deer.
 He gestured for Elan to follow closer, and made his way to a fallen log where he waited. The voices were close; he felt that if he stood up, he would be able to see who was speaking. Elan arrived, looking worried.
 “Soldiers,” he mouthed. Kellan shrugged.
Kellan slowly stood, using a clump of ivy on the log to cover his face but allow him to watch through the gaps. He was closer than he thought. They were on the very edge of a small secluded settlement of only half a dozen log houses. There were about eight militiamen facing a group of terrified villagers. He recognised the leather armour and blue-green cloaks straight away. The arrogance and swagger of the soldiers was also so very familiar to him. One of them was talking.
 “But this man was found on the road outside of daylight hours,” the soldier said.
 “He is a trapper, he frequently leaves his bed before the sun is fully up,” one of the villagers said defensively.
 “Is that true?” the soldier said, pulling a man into view from behind the horses. The man was clutching the stump of one wrist, his face drawn and pale. “Are you a trapper?”
 The man’s reply was inaudible
 “I have already taken one of your hands to make you talk. Must I take the other?”
 The man spoke again, and Kellan could make out the word ‘trapper’ through the slurred speech.
 Kellan lowered himself behind the log again.
 “There are eight Militiamen,” he whispered, “only two have crossbows.”
 Elan looked dumbly at him.
 “We can take them first, and drop the swordsmen before they can cover the ground between us.”
 Elan looked horrified. He shook his head and made to speak.
 “Elan,” Kellan hissed, “Those people are all going to die. Like those poor wretches in the cage in Ravenswold. Do you want that to happen?”
He swallowed hard, and shook his head, but his eyes remained bulging in fear. Kellan could feel his anger rising with the bitter memories that were woken in him, and reached for the Calm. It slammed down on his rage, trapping it with cool indifference, reducing the rising buzz in his head to a distant hum. With his senses heightened, he peered over the log again, as he nocked an arrow. As he watched, a young woman stepped out from the log cabin nearest to the group, and raised a drawn bow. The injured man sagged with relief and smiled weakly at the woman, and a momentary look of mutual love and understanding passed between them. For a moment Kellan thought she would kill the soldier, but instead she sent the arrow into the injured man’s heart. Before she could clear another arrow from her hip, two crossbow bolts struck her in the chest and took her from her feet.
 Kellan stood in that moment and drew in a sharp breath.
Release. The first crossbowman fell.
 Kellan had another arrow nocked before he hit the ground. He drew in a breath.
Release. The second crossbowman fell as he crouched to crank his crossbow back.
 He had released another arrow to strike one of the scattering swordsmen before Elan rose and fired from behind the log.
 The militiamen were shouting, and as Kellan released another arrow to strike a charging swordsman, they heard more shouts from down the hill.
 “Kellan, there are others coming. Run!” Elan shouted at his side. The villagers had scattered into the forest. One of the soldiers had mounted a horse and was urging it away at speed, but Kellan calmly put an arrow in the riders back, and he slumped from the saddle to bounce limply on the ground. The horse continued, rider less.
Elan dragged at him, pulling him away from the approaching voices. “Kellan!”
He surfaced from the Calm. It was like plunging his head into cold water as realisation dawned on him and fear and revulsion filled his mind. They ran through the trees until they could no longer breathe, away from the soldiers and the consequences of their intervention. They ran long after the sounds of pursuit had faded and collapsed gasping onto the ground with burning lungs and aching legs.
 “Fate, Kellan,” Elan almost wept. “What have we done?”
 
 
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
 
The sliver of land on the horizon was the most wonderful thing that Valia had ever seen. The end of the ordeal was within sight at last.
They had been at sea for a further two weeks after leaving Kepu with a new mast. Even when the sea was calm, and it seldom was, the deck rolled constantly, churning her belly. Only Truman’s brews kept her going and she grudgingly admitted to herself that she was glad to have him on the voyage.
She swore to herself again, never to eat another fish as long as she lived. Granger tried hard, she knew that, but there were only so many ways to dress up a halibut. Besides, she had seen what went overboard every day from this ship, and was determined that she would never eat anything that came out of the sea again.
In readiness for landfall, she put on her light leather armour again. It felt good to wear the cuirass and greaves once more and the bracers on her forearms were reassuringly firm.
The land grew with painful slowness, with the ship taking the rest of the day to reach the port at Ter’Arbis. The port was thick with ships, and the Captain cursed at the throng of vessels blocking his path. A shouted conversation with a nearby vessel revealed a dire situation. The city was flooded with refugees from Bal Mora, the neighbouring province. The Jendayan invasion was a reality after all.
They eventually disembarked via another vessel, crossing a precarious wooden gangplank to do so. Blunt left half of his thirty men to watch their cargo and went ashore to gather information.
The docks were packed with the vacant expressions of shocked refugees, clinging to crying children or treasured belongings. The elderly, infirm and injured lay on litters everywhere they looked, and the murmur of the dispossessed filled the air.
 No new information could be garnered from those on the docks. They were either too busy or too stunned to share their news. They made their way deeper into the city, finding the streets choked with refugees, many sleeping on the bare cobbles, exhausted from their flight. Families clung together, hoarding the few possessions they had been able to carry with them and guarding them jealously.
They found a large inn, one of few that was not packed to the door, and went inside in the vain hope of finding lodgings and information. Blunt removed the garish red hat as they entered, running his fingers across the green feathers to smooth them. He leant over the bar to speak quietly with the innkeeper.
 The innkeeper laughed. “You’ll not get a room in Ter’Arbis tonight friend, not for love nor gold”
 “How about ale?” Blunt grumbled. “Do you still have ale?”
 “Get it while it lasts gentlemen,” he grinned toothily, “of course, demand being what it is, you will have to excuse the high price.”
 “I see,” Blunt said, “just how high a price?”
 “Two silver marks,” he beamed, clearly doing the mental arithmetic as he counted the mercenaries at Blunt’s back.
 Blunt reached across the bar suddenly and grabbed his collar in a meaty fist, pulling him half over the top. “You profiteering bastard,” he spat, “making good while people suffer. There is an invasion under way. You can take your two silver marks and shove them up your arse until you choke.”
 “Quite right,” a voice came from behind Blunt, “it’s watered too.”
 They all turned to see who had spoken.
 Three men in militia uniforms with their blue-green trim sat at a table, nursing their watered down ale.
 “We are only in this place because my friend Dimas here was desperate for a drink,” he gestured to one of the other men, hunched in ill-fitting leather militia armour, in his mid-fifties, who looked as though he had already had far too much to drink. He had the fair hair and blue eyes of his countrymen, but much of that fair hair was going to grey, and he was in need of a shave.
 “You militiamen?” Blunt asked.
 “Ex,” he replied.
 “What?”
 “Ex militiamen. From Balina, Bal Mora,” he said, “Jendayans over ran the city in hours. Now I find myself unemployed.”
 “Then you should report to the militia here in Ter’Arbis,” Olimar said. “This city will need all the help it can get if the Jendayans move east.”
 “I’m afraid that I am Bal Moran, not Korathean” he said shaking his head. “If the Empire wants to send some Heavy Infantry to retake my home, then I will fight alongside them. But Bal Mora is no longer part of the Empire, and so I am a free man. They stripped the garrison there to its bare bones for their campaign in Hadaiti, and I gather that did not go well for them.”
Blunt cleared his throat awkwardly, eyes flashing to his companions. “What can you tell us of the invasion? Numbers? Movements? Anything?”
 The drunken man, Dimas, shouted for another ale as he rummaged about his uniform of leather and wool for the coins. The speaker tossed two silver marks onto the table for the serving maid, and he settled down again to await his drink.
The speaker continued. “They landed about four weeks ago, on the point at Sangier, south of Balina. Easily a hundred thousand, but we saw sails on the horizon so you can be sure that more will follow. They marched on Balina first, driving a mass of refugees before them from the towns and villages they took. The stories those people brought with them confirmed that the Jendayans have not come here for the scenery. Rape and murder is the norm for those who do not swear fealty to their Emperor, and even then…” he left the sentence hanging as Dimas muttered something incomprehensible and took a large swig from his recharged tankard.
 “And after Balina?” Valia asked. “Have they moved beyond the city?”
 “We did not wait to find out,” he replied. “But there are refugees in Ter’Arbis from towns to the east of Balina that we did not pass through, so I think it safe to assume they have moved out into the countryside to expand their conquest.”
 “Are you all that remains of the militia?” Valia asked, running her eyes across the three of them.
 “Oh, no,” he said, “there are a further eighty or so, camped beyond the city walls. We escorted as many refugees as we could gather across the border into Arbis Mora, though I doubt we gave any real protection. People look to a uniform for reassurance, so we gave them that at least.”
 “I thought you were no longer a militiaman,” Olimar said.
 “Oh, I am not,” he replied, “I am a civilian now. I was employed by the provincial governor to keep the peace in Balina as a militiaman. As I say, that province is lost, the governor having fled well ahead of us, back to Kor’Habat. I am a free man now.”
 “Yet you escort refugees?”
 “Free to do as I please. And it pleases me to escort refugees. Yes,” he grinned.
 “And now?”
His grin remained, but the humour drained from his eyes. “I haven’t got a clue. The men that followed me have their families with them. Those eighty men are swelled by a further four hundred wives, children and elderly folk. I suppose we just keep heading east until Kor’Habat can send the Heavy Infantry to push the Jendayans back.”
 “I would not hold too dearly to that hope,” Blunt said sardonically.
 “I wanted to be a farmer,” he laughed. “But my father said he would be passing the farm to my elder brother, Rudo. I only joined the militia for the steady wage.”
 “Are you their leader?” Olimar asked.
 “No. As I said, I am a civilian now. They chose to follow me but I don’t give orders.”
 Blunt exhaled thoughtfully
 “Forgive my rudeness,” the ex-militiaman said. “My name is Alano Clemente. This is Emerico Rafel, and the merry one is called Dimas.” The drunken man raised his tankard, struggling to focus on them.
 “Well, Alano,” Blunt said, “do you have any idea where we might find a bed tonight?”
 
 A few hours later, Blunt and his band of mercenaries followed Alano out of the city gates and into the countryside beyond. The land was mostly cultivated, though pockets of woodland remained, and it was at the edge of one such forest that they saw the camp in the distance. It was not the only one, with refugees gathered in clusters near farm buildings or simply at the roadside.
Horses had been impossible to buy anywhere in the city, and the best they could do was buy three overpriced handcarts to transport the wine from the ship. The price offered by the wine merchant in the city had been an insult, less than Blunt had paid for it himself, and so they carried it out of the city with them, bumping along awkwardly with the handcarts.
 Dimas was swaying along the dusty road, taking the occasional swig from a wineskin and singing softly to himself when Kellan drew up alongside Alano.
 “It’s Kellan, isn’t it?” he said
 “Yes, you have a good head for names,” he replied.
 “Need it in my line of work. Needed,” he corrected.
 “And what would that be exactly?”
Alano flinched at the subtle edge in Kellan’s tone. “A keeper of the peace mostly,” he replied.
 “Does it not bother you; being a tool of the Empire?”
 “Should it?” Alano replied without hesitation.
 “That you seem to have gladly thrown in your lot with the Korathean oppressor? Perhaps it should.”
Alano chuckled. “We merely keep the peace. For the most part we break up bar brawls and chase pickpockets about the markets. We do the jobs that are below the Heavy Infantry. It is civic pride that drives most of us. We leave the ‘oppressing’ to others. The rule of law is not the same as subjugation, and most of us would do our jobs whoever sat in the Governor’s seat.”
 Kellan was thoughtful for a moment.
 “You are Bal Moran?”
 “That I am,” Alano said proudly.
 Kellan nodded as a few pieces of a puzzle he had been struggling with fell into place.
 “I was hoping that you would have information for me.”
 “You can have it if it is mine to share,” he said with a smile.
 “I am looking for a man,” he said, “from some years back now. But he was Governor of the Northlands.”
 Alano whistled through his teeth. “You have a grievance to settle?”
 Kellan was taken aback by the question. “Why do you say that?”
 He shrugged. “Just a feeling,” he said.
 “Well, he would have been Governor there about twelve, thirteen years ago.”
 Alano gave him a sideways glance. “Twelve years ago? That would be,” he screwed up his face in concentration, “Beklis, I think. Yes, Governor Beklis.”
 “Governor Beklis,” he tasted the name.
 “You do have a grievance to settle,” Alano nodded.
 “That I do.”
 “Not surprising, really.”
 “Why do you say that?”
 “Are you from the Northlands?”
 “Yes, I am.”
 “Then take no offence at what I am about to say,” he said, putting his hands up defensively.
 “Go on,” said Kellan warily.
 “The Northlands are seen among the militias as something of a,” he searched for the word, “low-grade posting. Beklis was not born highly enough to ensure Governorship of a better one, and he took out his frustration on the people around him. The Northlanders. The same goes for the militiamen themselves.
 “It is a harsh environment. Mountainous, freezing in the winter, the whorehouses are thin on the ground and the ale too bitter for most. The empire cannot recruit enough militiamen from the Northlanders themselves, and so are forced to bring in outsiders to do the job. The only people who go to the Northlands have either been low born, pissed on the wrong doorstep, or are plain and simple vicious bastards. Beklis was a combination of all three. He used to travel about with his pet executioner. Mind of a child as I recall. Favoured the ‘necklace’ as a tool, to decapitate his victims.” He laughed. “‘Governor Beklis and his feckless necklacer’, we used to say.”
 “I saw that ‘necklace’ used on my mother,” Kellan said quietly, menace in his voice. He remembered only too well the gleaming, sharp blades of that cruel device.
Alano stopped and turned to look at him, his face anguished. “I am sorry. I did not mean to make light of your loss.”
 “Where is he now?” Kellan asked evenly.
 “Ara Dasari would be my best guess. That is where most retiring Governors go to, if they do not have family land elsewhere. In fact I would bet a month’s wages that he is there. Ara Dasari.” They resumed walking, Alano watching Kellan warily from the corner of his eye. “The new Governor is no better from what I hear. You see, about thirty years ago, soon after the Northlands were first occupied, there was a small uprising in a group of villages in the far west of the province. It was very embarrassing for the Governor at the time, and it took the Heavy Infantry to retake the area. Since then, the militias have come down hard on any whisper of dissent. That sort of fervour coupled with a general resentment of the Northlands themselves leads to all sorts of nastiness. So it is hardly surprising that you should seek this man out with vengeance in mind.”
 Kellan did not reply.
 They drew close to the camp. A dozen or so of the ex-militiamen, still in their blue-green trimmed leather armour, had gathered to greet them. Their eyes were fixed on the newcomers, and their hands never far from their swords.
There were two horses tethered in the camp, worth their weight in silver no doubt, as the price of even a half-decent animal was sky high at the moment. Many had been slaughtered for meat by the refugees as the meagre food supplies they had left with ran out. The price of grain was exorbitant too, with merchants turning a tidy profit from the high demand.
A few dozen oxen and cattle grazed the thin offerings at the roadside under the watchful eyes of the children tasked with keeping them near. The oxen were clearly there to pull the wagons and carts that were set orderly within the camp.
Emerico, or ‘Rico’ as he asked to be called, was first to reach the camp, and had explained the extra presence by the time the mercenaries reached it themselves.
Introductions took some time, but the mercenaries were soon settled into their own section of the encampment. They used tarpaulins from their carts to make rudimentary shelters against the tree line, grateful that the weather remained fair.
 Alano was greeted by a woman, who he introduced as his wife, Casilda. She was a head shorter than his six feet or more, and delicate against his well-muscled frame. They shared the same blue eyes and fair hair, although Alano’s was thinning on top.
 “Welcome to the remnants of Bal Mora,” Casilda greeted them from his side.
 “Thank you,” Valia said. “I wish we could say it was good to be here.”
 She nodded sadly. “I know. But we must make the best of things. If not for our sakes, then for the children at least.” Several small children were playing in the camp, chasing each other between tents and giggling. It struck Valia how different these refugees looked compared to the huddled masses in the city. These were people determined to have a hand in their own destiny, not willing to lie low and await rescue from their plight.
 “Are any of them yours?” Valia asked.
 Casilda shook her head sadly. “No,” she replied, then more cheerfully, “come, you must be hungry.”
 “Indeed,” said Alano, “if Mister Bluntis would care to tap one of those barrels he has carted from the docks, then we shall celebrate our safe deliverance together.”
 Blunt grunted, and signalled to a pair of mercenaries to unload a barrel.
 “I must say, it is good to be by the sea again,” Alano said, sniffing the salt air. “We have been avoiding the coast road, favouring the inland routes from Balina. I am tired of beef and mutton, I must confess. We can finally eat some proper food.”
 “And what would that be?” Valia said with a sinking feeling.
 Alano clapped his hands, rubbing his palms together in expectation. “Fish.”
 
There were several large cooking fires around the camp, and the mercenaries had split up to join various family groups to eat with. After their meals, most of the adults gathered around the main fire, which was built up to ward off the evening chill. The children were put to bed in tents or wagons, and slowly the bustle of the camp died down. The wine barrel did not last long with around two hundred willing to partake of Dashiya’s finest.
Granger had earlier entertained the children with exciting stories of Princes and Dragons, talking rabbits and silly goats. They had listened with rapt fascination to his tales, giggling at his antics and gasping as he painted images in the air before him. Now he was entertaining the adults with upbeat comedies and witty anecdotes. He was careful to select those with happy endings; the last thing they needed was a tragedy to send them to their beds downcast.
Slowly, people began to slip away from the fire to their own beds as the blaze burned down to a glowing pile of embers. Truman was playing quietly on his lute, a gentle piece that had those remaining relaxing in the glow. Granger was sitting nearby, sipping wine from a cup and listening in to the conversations around him; ever the observer. Valia, Blunt and Olimar were sitting across the fire from the brothers, Foley and Marlon, who were discussing the invasion with Alano and Emerico. Dimas was taking full advantage of the free wine, filling his wineskin from the barrel, and returning to his seat, staring at Elan who was studiously trying to ignore him. A few of the other mercenaries remained too, along with several of the ‘‘Remnants’’ of the militia from Balina.
Kellan was lost in thought, staring into the coals, considering the things that Alano had told him. At least now he had a name. Beklis. The name was burnt into his memory.
Blunt was still wearing his wide brimmed hat, perched on the back of his head, as he reclined against a grain sack.
 Alano came round to sit beside him. “Thank you again, Kilarn, for being so free with your wine,” he said. “These people need all the cheer they can get.”
 Blunt almost did not realise to whom Alano was speaking, unused as he was to that name. He had used it in their introduction, unsure as to where these men’s loyalties really lay. “Your man, Dimas, is certainly taking advantage,” he scowled, as the drunk almost fell off the crate he was perched on and then giggled as he took another swig from the wineskin.
 “He is not one of my men,” he replied. “We found him on the road a few days from Balina. He was naked. Catatonic. We dressed him in a spare uniform and offered him a drink. He took that drink and has not stopped since. He has his reasons.”
 “Jendayans?” Granger asked. Alano nodded.
 “War truly is the destroyer of men,” said Truman sadly.
 Alano looked from Truman to Blunt, and then shook his head.
 “What?” said Blunt.
 “Nothing,” he laughed softly. “Only it’s funny, that’s all.”
 “What’s funny?”
 Alano looked from one to the other again. “To hear that from him. I mean, I know who you are. You’re Scurrilous Blunt, aren’t you? Your business is war. ‘Destroyer of men’,” he barked a laugh. “Maker of money, more like.”
 “If you have a point, make it,” Olimar warned, rising, but Blunt held up his hand.
 “The news is still fresh,” Alano said. “Was it not you that massacred the Korathean army at Hadaiti?”
 “‘Massacred’ is a strong word,” Blunt answered. “I prefer, ‘deterred from invading yet another sovereign country’, but you may call it what you wish.”
 “I only bring it up because the garrisons have been stripped from Eritania to Moshet to pursue the campaign against King Rashun of Dashiya and those he ‘employed’ to defend him. Now my question must be; how many of those Heavy Infantry can we expect to return to the Western provinces before the Jendayans reach Kor’Habat?” Alano looked at the mercenaries pointedly.
 The question hung in the air, everyone around the fire silent. A few hands had settled on sword hilts, and eyes were watchful.
 “He makes a fair point,” Valia said into the silence. All eyes turned to her. “The Empire left the battlefield with fewer than twenty thousand Heavy Infantry remaining. Many fewer.” There were gasps from around the fire from the ex-militiamen. “The Kodistai will keep them close now that he needs their protection. They will not go beyond Kor’Habat, of that you can be certain. I’m afraid any hope that support may arrive soon is a vain one.”
 “Seems you did your job too well,” Alano said with a patronising smile.
 Blunt grunted. He knew it to be true, but how was he to know the Jendayans were plotting to invade? It must have been in the planning long before the garrisons were stripped, so could not have been a reaction to that. Just bad timing that was all.
 “So retreat to Kor’Habat then,” Alano said decisively. “Let the Heavy Infantry do their work for us there.”
 “Even then,” Olimar stated, “the numbers are stacked against them.”
 “No,” Valia said quickly, “I do not believe it is in our best interests to rely on their succour. We have only just ended a campaign against them.”
 “What about Shol’Hara?” Foley asked. “There must be a good few thousand in there.”
 Valia squeezed her long braid until her knuckles hurt at the mention of that place.
 “The breeder camps?” Alano said, “I suppose there will be a healthy number of soldiers there.”
 “They will still be undergoing their training, not soldiers yet.” Blunt replied.
 “Fate,” Truman added, “I’ve seen those trainees. The ten year-olds are bigger than me. They could easily raise an army of thousands from that place.”
 “Children?” Foley said.
 “No, The Heavy Infantry train until the age of nineteen before going into the field. Push that a year or two back, and you will have an extra,” Truman did a rough calculation in his head, “five thousand. Even putting them in the field prematurely, they will be a force to be reckoned with.”
 Valia realised her jaw was clenched shut. She released the cramped muscles, and her braid, flexing the stiff fingers of her hand, then rubbing her jaw.
 “Alano saw in excess of a hundred thousand Jendayans,” Olimar argued, “an extra five is of little value.”
 “But they must hold what they have taken,” Valia argued. “Alano, what was the size of the entire Korathean Army, before Hadaiti. Include militiamen, cavalry and archers.”
The man floundered for a figure. “I don’t know. Including militias? Maybe two hundred and fifty thousand. Give or take.”
 “They will be leaving thousands behind in every province, just as the Empire had to do to maintain their grip. By the time they reach Kor’Habat, their numbers will be much less.” Valia realised she was gripping her braid again, and threw it over her shoulder to remove the temptation.
 “How does that help us?” Alano asked.
 “My point is,” Valia went on, “that we could retreat back as far as Kor’Habat and make a stand there with what remains of the Empire’s army,” she gave a look that suggested just what she thought of that idea, “but I believe a better plan would be to remain here hidden, and wait for the main body of the army to pass, then harry those they leave behind.”
 Alano shook his head. “I will not even attempt to hide from them here. We are too many, and I will not risk my wife’s life. Nor will any of these men risk their families. We must go east, to Kor’Habat.”
 “Or send them on ahead,” Emirico suggested. “They will easily move faster than an army of that size anyway. Get them to the safety of Kor’Habat, while we remain behind and raise an army in their wake to retake Bal Mora.”
 “Raise an army?” Blunt threw his hands in the air. “From what? All I see is frightened bloody farmers and weeping women clutching snot-faced children in that city. Most of them wouldn’t know their arse from their bollocks.”
 “Bollocks!” shouted Dimas, as he briefly awoke from his drunken stupor. All eyes turned to him, but he had no more to offer and slumped down instead.
 “It is too soon to be making snap judgements,” Blunt grumbled. “But if I had a wife or children here, I would send them on as fast as the buggers could travel. Cross the canal at Ara Dasari; the Koratheans will destroy the ferries if it looks like an army is approaching, so get them into that enclave and they will be as safe as anywhere can be. Between us, we can muster, what, a hundred and twenty able bodies, nowhere near enough to take this bloody army head on, but we can harry them from the mountains and forests to the North. Slow them up and give the lands to the east time to prepare. We can swell our numbers with any who can wield a sword or draw a bow. In fact anyone capable of finding his own arse without the use of both hands and is willing to take the coin.”
 “Noble indeed for a mercenary,” Alano said with a smile. “And what is in it for you?”
 “Fate, man, I live here too,” he took off his hat and slapped it against his knee, “and I’m too old to learn a foreign bloody language, so I’d sooner see the back of these buggers. There’s a bloody principle at stake here.”
 There was a muttered agreement about the fire.
 “I think we should sleep on it, Blunt” Olimar suggested, “see how things look in the morning.”
 “Arse,” said Blunt. “Foley! Tap another cask. I intend to get so drunk I can’t piss straight. The bastard world doesn’t make any bloody sense anymore.”
 “Eh up,” Dimas perked up in the shadows behind them.
 
 Kellan listened to the arguments with a detachment that had nothing to do with his learnt mind trick.
Beklis.
Now I know your name.
 There was a satisfaction from learning the identity of his mother’s murderer that gave his soul a stillness he had never felt. Putting a name to the hazy figure from his darkest, most trauma torn memory, tamed the phantom that changed with every recollection. He had dreamed of that day so many times, and each time was subtly different, growing further from the true event. He knew this, and with every dream a different face tormented him; every build and every posture claimed to be that of the man who gave the order.
 But now he had a name.
Through the fog the wine cast about his senses he wondered why it had taken him so long to seek the man out personally. It was surely a matter of public record, who had governed the Northlands at that time, but Kellan had seen his enemy as something more than one man. He had been throwing himself at all things Korathean. Battling the Empire as though it were a single person, inflicting cut upon cut until the whole would eventually succumb.
 He smiled to himself as he considered what a sweetener that fight had been.
I have smashed your Empire, and now I will come for you.
I know your name.
 
 
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Beginnings…
 
Their progress back up the mountain to the steps in the cliff was slow and arduous. They kept off the roads as much as they could, and slept without a fire in case they attracted the attentions of any Militiamen. It was cold at night with no fire to warm them, and they huddled together for warmth silently until morning. The joking and banter was a lifetime past; something had changed in them at the little settlement. There had been a loss of innocence.
Kellan had the harsh realities of the world thrust upon him at an early age, and had seen how cruel men could be. He had watched his mother murdered, and seen his father hanging like meat in a butchers shop. He and Elan had seen the caged prisoners, parched and terrified on their way to their painful ends, but these things had been carried out by others, and they had merely been horrified witnesses. The world had been turning about them, showing them its capacity for perversion and injustice but always from beyond some indeterminate barrier.
 All of that had changed in a heartbeat.
 They had broken through the barrier into the world and all its vicious depravity. Perhaps that was when boys became men, Kellan thought, when they started to realise that the world was moulded by them as much as any other; that to be a part of the world, you had to make a stand.
 But, they had run. Perhaps Kellan was not ready to join the ranks of men, or perhaps his fear was only right and good, life being too precious to squander on ideals. There was no shame in self-preservation.
He was different now, he was certain of that; the boy was no more and the mantle of manhood had settled on him these past few days, constantly mindful of what he had done.
A dark thought was brooding however. He remembered how his scream as a child had spurred the people of Goat’s Pass into action, which undoubtedly led to their slaughter, and now he had almost certainly doomed the villagers where the trapper had been caught. Those people who had scattered into the wood would no doubt be hunted down, if they had not been already, and put to death. The blood of the trapper and the woman was on the hands of the militiamen, but how much blood did Kellan have on his hands now? Was he responsible for more than just the deaths of the four soldiers?
He pushed that thought away; that his actions may have cost innocent lives. Instead he focused on the killing of the militiamen. He no longer felt sick when he thought of that now. He felt justified in what he had done and would do it again if he had to.
 In fact he looked forward to it.
 
 “I keep thinking about the arrows,” Elan said as they made the final climb to the base of the cliff.
 “What arrows?” Kellan said distractedly.
 “The arrows we used to kill those soldiers,” he said, then shook his head as if he could not believe he had spoken the words.
 “What do you mean?”
 “Lythurian,” he replied, “unmistakeably Lythurian. Do you think they will come here, to look for us?”
 “The militia? No,” Kellan replied. He had lain awake the previous night worrying about it himself. “They will ask around, and learn of a Lythurian boy briefly visiting Ravenswold. He could have sold those arrows to rebels, or had them stolen by bandits. The Militia will not come all this way to chase one person. They will probably execute some poor innocent wretches in our stead.”
 “Fate. Do you think so?” Elan looked shocked. Kellan saw his friend’s guilt ridden expression and regretted saying as much.
 “No, of course not,” he said reassuringly, “but they won’t come here for us either. It is too far to come to make demands of a People that they fear and respect. Lythuria has never been threatened by the Empire, even after all of the Northlands were taken. Didn’t you pay attention in lessons?”
 Elan came the closest he had to laughing since that day in the forest.
 “But no-one can know of what happened,” Kellan said.
 “No, no-one,” Elan agreed hurriedly.
 “Come on, let’s go,” Kellan headed for the lower steps in the cliff beside the thundering waters of the Veil.
 
Another two years passed and Kellan had begun to put the events on their trip to the Northlands behind him. He still thought of Lythuria as home. Everyone he knew was here.
Granger; his guardian and friend, with his unusual ways and obsession with cooking was always there for him. Sometimes he seemed so naïve, and Kellan often teased him over his enthusiasm for the mundane. Ganindhra; his strange but perceptive tutor, who had given him such control over his mind and led him to skills and abilities that he had never dreamed of. He continued to meet with Kellan, though they mostly talked now, and he wondered if the unfathomable Lythurian leader was simply lonely. Elan; his closest friend, who had shared so much with him as they had grown up, from boyish pranks and mischief to the killing of Korathean Militiamen. Their bond was stronger than ever now.
Eloya. Eloya still made his stomach tighten with her smile. He felt lighter with her, full of boundless energy, ready to take on any challenge. She was warm in his arms, soft skinned and fragrant, he would spend hours running his fingers through her silken hair and tracing her hairline behind delicate ears.
 She was undoubtedly a woman now, and their desire for each other was unbearable. But Eloya was stronger than he and held back from the final act of love, inflicting exquisite pain with every gentle rebuff.
They had met at their secluded clearing in the Grove. They were lying on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool; their fingers entwined. Kellan’s ardour had been dampened again by her unyielding defences.
 “Soon,” she giggled.
 “When?” he whined petulantly, hating himself for his tone. “Later today? In a week? A year?”
 “Have patience, my sweet,” she said with a smile, placing a delicate finger on his lips. “For now, kiss me.”
 He complied; though this time kept his hands respectfully to the areas she had granted him permission to touch. She lay back and closed her eyes, dozing dreamily.
 “I have something to show you,” he said.
 “What is it?” she asked, lifting her head again and opening her eyes with a warning look.
 “Lie back,” he said, “and relax.”
As she did so, he reached for the Calm, releasing his emotions reluctantly. He found the layer where the minds hung in space around him, and easily found Eloya’s. He pressed his consciousness against hers, and felt her body momentarily stiffen against his, before relaxing again.
Eloya, he whispered into her mind, and she sighed.
 He wrapped her mind in his, pushing his images and impressions of her upon the facets of her consciousness, sharing his every thought of her, with her. He wanted her to not only know how he felt about her, but to feel it to. If he could only show her how precious she was to him, then she would know beyond doubt that they were meant to be together.
 She sighed again as he caressed her mind and searched for her impressions of him. He pulled back quickly, and she moaned disappointedly.
 What had he been about to do?
To willingly share one’s inner thoughts and secret desires with another was one thing, but to pry into even a loved one’s mind to steal knowledge that hadn’t been offered felt wrong. They were only impressions, not coherent thoughts, but even so. Guilt flooded him as the Calm lifted.
 “I’m sorry,” he said.
 “That was wonderful,” she said dreamily. “What was it?”
 “Just a trick,” he said.
 “I liked it,” she replied. “Did you say my name?”
 “I thought it,”
 She looked up at him. “Thought it?”
 “Something Ganindhra taught me to do,” he said, “I think that is how he communicates with the bowmen around his tree. He never seems to speak to them and yet they always know what to do, and just when to do it.”
 “Really?” she said
 “I need to practice, but I think I can get better with time,” he replied. Eloya sat up excitedly.
 “Practice on me,” she said.
 “Really?” he said. She nodded vigorously.
 
 After Elan had returned from his trip to see the land below the mountain, he had begun his training as a weaver; his father’s profession. He had applied himself studiously to the task of learning everything his father could teach him. The new challenge was a welcome distraction from his thoughts of those two weeks in the Northland forests, and with time he had begun to put the events behind him.
With the extra pair of hands, Elan’s father had been able to expand his business, and have a new loom built. This was capable of producing finer woollen weaves, much in demand locally, but only available through the occasional visits from traders from the south. The spinners were only too happy to supply finer yarns to meet their needs. Business was booming.
He was working late again, ironing out recurring problems with the new loom.
 “I’ve already aligned the breast beam, but I don’t think that is the problem,” he said to his father, as he fiddled at the infernal machine.
 “Are you sure the batten is set?” his father asked.
 “Yes, of course,” he replied indignantly, “It was working perfectly well until a few minutes ago.”
 His father tinkered some more, then inspected the strip of ruined cloth. “Has the comb come loose?” he asked, reaching for the component in question.
 “It’s as tight as the other loom; there’s always going to be some play.”
 “I know,” his father said defensively, “but with a finer weave, perhaps the tolerances are tighter. This is new to me as well you know.”
 “I’m sorry.” Elan threw up his hands, just as there was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it,” he said, stomping out of the room.
 “Kellan,” he said in surprise when he opened the door.
 “Where were you?” Kellan asked.
 “What? When?”
 “The lantern boats?” Kellan said slowly.
 “Ah, blast it. I forgot,” he replied. A group of his friends had agreed to meet after sunset to sail small paper lanterns out onto Topaz, the big lake at the centre of Lythuria. It was always very romantic.
 “You forgot? Sulyan was there, looking for you,” Kellan said incredulously. Elan winced.
 “What did you tell her?” he asked.
 “That I had seen you necking with Oreya earlier, and that you and her had other plans,” he teased.
 “What?” he said, wide eyed.
 “I said you were probably working late; again.” Kellan said more seriously.
 “I know,” Elan groaned. “We’re still having teething problems with the new loom. We’re straightening them out though; slowly.”
 “Well you’d better straighten out Lamis; he was making eyes at Sulyan in your absence,”
 “What?” Elan replied.
 “You need to get your sense of humour back Elan,” Kellan laughed. His friend groaned again.
 “I know. It’s just that there is so much to do. The order book is filling up and we’re still not on top of the new machine. I need to put in the extra effort now,” Elan said pleadingly.
 “All right,” Kellan said, “I’ll tell Sulyan that you are going to make a fortune and keep her in luxury. She just needs to be patient.”
 “Don’t tell her a thing,” he warned, “I’ll see her myself tomorrow, and will apologise then.”
 “All right,” Kellan nodded, “don’t work too hard, friend. There’s living to be done too.”
 “Thanks Kellan,” he replied sincerely, “but until we get this loom running right, you’ll have to do the living for both of us. Can I trust you to do that?”
 Kellan saluted, his right fist to his left breast, and back as straight as his stooped posture would allow.
 “On my honour,” he said with mock dutifulness. They laughed, and Kellan disappeared into the night again. Elan stared at his receding back jealously.
 
Kellan sat on a flat rock in the morning sun. His headache was beginning to recede mercifully. He had drunk too much wine again last night, and had left his bed reluctantly. Whenever Kellan drank, his mind turned to the events at the end of his last fateful trip to the Northlands. The killing of those militiamen felt more right. Buoyed by painful childhood memories, the knowledge that he had taken their lives was entirely justified. He also knew that those few alone would not sate his lust for vengeance, and that he would need to take a more direct stand against the Empire.
 The Empire was vast, and strong. But men made up the Empire, and men were made of flesh. Flesh was weak, and Kellan’s hatred was strong. He would make them bleed.
Of course, his venom was tempered come morning, as the intoxicating effects of the wine were replaced with that deep, persistent thumping in his skull. Yet with every sobering morning, a little more of the rancour clung to his heart with bitter claws, building day on day. Yes, there would be more revenge to come, but for now, his efforts must be directed at something more mundane.
 One of the local farmers had employed him to take the dairy herd out of the sheds in the morning, after milking, and to bring them in again before dark. The rest of the day was his own, and when he wasn’t with Eloya, he would sit on the grassy slopes of the lush pasture and think. He thought about his future here. It could not be spent as he was living his life now; there had to be more to his prospects than milking and herding cows.
The trouble with Lythuria was that it was a very structured society. Boys entered the family profession once their lessons ended, and there they stayed until they could take over the reins of the business when their father retired.
Granger was loosely employed by Ganindhra to be some kind of Historian for Lythuria. Kellan wasn’t too sure about the specifics as it did not interest him greatly. Granger had spent hours of every day poring over ancient texts, and amending entries in the mountains of dusty books available to him. He also entertained at the various festivals with his engaging stories, although that was just for fun. Kellan did not care much for history books, and enjoyed hearing tales more than spinning them, so he could hardly enter that profession – if profession it was - and take over from Granger when he retired.
He wondered what was in store for him. He thought about returning to the Northlands, or going further afield and finding employment in Dasar, or even Arbis Mora. But that meant stepping back into the repression of the Korathean Empire, and that was impossible to contemplate.
He could not step back into a land gripped by fear as it was where justice was a principle outside the grasp of the common man. He did not want to be constantly looking over his shoulder to see if a militiaman was following, or worrying that a spat with his neighbour could have him accused of dissent and summarily executed.
 Lythuria was home. It was stable and safe, and all of Kellan’s loved ones were here, not cowering in the Empire.
 A cow regarded him with a deep brown eye, chewing slowly.
 “What?” he said, and got up to go to the market.
 
The market was buzzing with activity when Kellan arrived. Granger had asked him to go to the cobbled square to buy vegetables and some lamb for one of his experimental dishes. He enjoyed visiting the market; there was a bustle and industry that he found engaging. The produce was all fresh from the fertile fields and always in season and, of course, Eloya was there.
She made bespoke items of clothing, more specialised than the local tailors, and more personal. Her favourite items were baby clothes. She would pout, and make faces when she held them up to customers, as if about to cry, and stroked the tiny garments as though they held babes already. The ladies buying would ‘coo’ at the sight of the little cardigans and dresses, and touch the soft fabrics to their faces. Kellan was sure that he would never fully understand women.
 “Well if it isn’t my favourite seamstress,” he said, as he approached.
 “And if that isn’t my favourite shepherd,” she answered primly.
 “Actually,” he said, “they’re cattle.”
 “Whatever they are, you should be doing more with your life,” she scolded, not for the first time.
 “You know I only have time for you,” he said, sweeping her off her feet and planting a kiss on her startled lips. This got a few cheers from the other stallholders. Eloya escaped his arms with an embarrassed giggle, and straightened her clothing before setting the stern expression on her face again.
 “Time for me, and a few skins of wine, from the smell of you,” she said.
 “Yes,” he nodded regretfully, “last night did turn into a bit of a party. It just seems to happen sometimes.
 “It ‘just seems to happen’ several times a week,” she said.
 “Speaking of which,” he steered the conversation away from the previous night, “Am I still expected at your house for dinner tonight?”
 “Of course. Why do you ask?”
 “Only that Elan and your father spend every waking moment with that damned loom of theirs. I wasn’t sure if they would be joining us.” he said.
 “Father will be there,” she said sternly.
 “Offering me a job, no doubt,” he muttered.
 “You should take him up on his offer,” she said peevishly. “It would be wonderful if you were in the family business too.”
 “I’m just not sure I’m a weaver at heart,” he replied, pinching the bridge of his nose to stave off an approaching headache.
Just then, a stir began to work through the crowd. Shoppers and stallholders alike looked along the cobbled road that led towards the entrance to the great bowl, where the waterfall began its plunge into the land below. There was a trader approaching. This was a rare event, only happening a few times a year, and everyone was eager to see what he had brought.
 “Go on,” Eloya said, seeing Kellan’s interested expression. She blew him a kiss and returned to minding her stall.
 Kellan joined the throng that had begun heading along the cobbles.
He found himself volunteering to join the chain of men on the cliff steps. They strung out thinly, carrying each load several yards before handing it over to the next in the chain, and returning to their respective starting points to take the next. The work was strenuous, but helped to clear his head of the remaining fog of the hangover. In a few days, once deals had been done and prices agreed upon, he would no doubt help to shift Lythurian exports down the cliff.
The trader spotted him as he topped out into the bowl again, sweating and tired, and approached suspiciously.
 “Forgive my curiosity, but I have seen you here before; about three years ago when I made my last visit. You were younger for sure, but that mark on your face picks you out from most,” he said.
 Kellan touched his birthmark absent mindedly. “I am lucky enough to call this place home,” he replied.
 “I see. I had assumed you to be travelling with another merchant,” he said.
 “I’m not sure that this place has ever been visited by two traders at the same time,” Kellan replied with humour.
 “But, you are the first outsider to call Lythuria ‘home’ to my knowledge.”
 “Not the first, no,” Kellan replied, thinking of Granger. The trader eyed him sceptically for a few moments, and then he smiled.
 “My name is Larrim Bale,” he introduced himself, holding out his hand.
 “Kellan Aemoran,” he replied.
 “Good to meet you, young sir. May I invite you to join me for some fine Lythurian wine this evening?” he offered. “I always enjoy my brief stays here. The wine is second to none.” His manner was instantly friendlier.
 “I am always open to offers of wine,” Kellan smiled. Then remembered the planned dinner with Eloya’s family, but assured himself that she would understand.
 
 “Now, tell me about yourself.” Larrim Bale had spent much of that day negotiating deals with the locals, and would no doubt spend most of the next day doing the same. He would have been hammering out contracts now, oiling the wheels of commerce with wine, had he not been sitting with Kellan. The night was clear, and they sat under a large pergola hanging with scented Aronia vines. There were several couples and small groups enjoying the calm night in the outdoor restaurant, the two outsiders were made obvious by their skin tones.
 “There is very little to tell,” he replied. “I was brought here about ten years ago; more. These people have taken me in and given me a home.” Kellan noticed that Larrim had barely touched his wine, but had kept topping up the younger man’s cup as he drank it
 “It must be hard,” Bale said, studying him, “being the only outlander.”
 “Not at all. I don’t feel like, an ‘outlander’. I feel at home here,” Kellan replied, enjoying the wine.
 “So you have found the Lythurians to be hospitable?” Larrim asked, topping up Kellan’s cup from the wineskin, mounted in an ornate metal stand.
 “Very much so,” Kellan confirmed. “I was even admitted into their martial training school, learning their skills.”
 “You must have a deep understanding of them as a people then.”
 “As deep as anyone I suppose,” Kellan took another drink and found Larrim topping up his cup a moment later. “Are you not enjoying your wine?” he asked the trader.
 “Of course,” he said quickly, “but as I am the host this evening, I feel it my duty to keep your cup filled.”
 “Well then,” Kellan raised his cup, “a toast to your duty.” He downed the contents of the cup and allowed Larrim to fill it again. The wine was going to his head and the trader had been careful to keep his mind clear.
 “And how do you pass your time here?” he asked.
 Kellan thought about lying and saying that he worked as a weaver. It was the first thing that came into his head, but he opted for honesty.
 “I milk cows in the morning, and bring them in from pasture in the evening,” he said.
 “Really?” Larrim’s face fell. It dawned on Kellan that the trader was probably hoping to get some sort of inside information from him. Try to use their common ‘outlander’ status to forge some kind of alliance with Kellan to better his position at the bargaining table with the locals. He filled his cup and raised it to Kellan.
 “A toast to your cows.” He downed the wine and filled his own cup again.
Larrim abandoned his attempts to steal an advantage over his trading partners, and gave in to the wine. Several other groups of customers came and went while they sat talking.
 “And what news from the Northlands?” Kellan asked.
 “The Northlands, like the rest of the Empire, slip further into chaos every day, Larrim slurred.
 “What do you mean?” Kellan sobered a little, focusing on the answer.
 “The Empire does not realise that the harder you squeeze a fistful of sand, the more it runs through your fingers,” he said.
 “The militiamen?” Kellan asked.
 “The militias have been chasing rebels for so long that they started a rebellion,” he laughed. “If you kick a dog, it cowers. But keep kicking it, and eventually it will bite.”
 “Rebellion?”
 “If you want my opinion,” Larrim said, leaning heavily on the table between them, “most people were happy under Kor’Habat’s rule. It was paranoia in the Northlands that led them to attempt to crush a rebellion that did not exist. The result is a population forced to fight back.”
 “There is rebellion in the Northlands?” Kellan tried to chase the wine from his senses.
 “Oh, it started in the Northlands,” Larrim laughed, taking another draught of wine, “then every minor noble in the Greater Korathea thought he could liberate his own piece of the Empire, and declare himself King. Fools.”
 “So the Empire is set to fall,” Kellan said urgently.
 “What?” Larrim said, struggling to focus. “No, No, of course not. The Empire crushes them all. Doesn’t stop them from trying though. The Empire just goes on expanding.”
 “So there is an appetite for rebellion,” he said as much to himself as to Larrim.
 “Oh, there is an appetite all right. Just too few, and too scattered. If you want my opinion, you did well to find a place to live here,” he made a gesture that took in their surroundings. “Stay put until things settle down in the Empire, my friend.”
Kellan felt cold. Below them the world was at war with itself. The people of the lands seized by the Korathean expansionists had finally woken to the hint of a possibility of throwing off their occupier’s yoke. Those that grumbled quietly into their tankards in the inns and taverns had found their voices, and their shouts were being joined by their fellows’.
Perhaps it was the wine, but Kellan felt an overwhelming urge to be a part of that struggle. The right to call himself a Northlander hinged on whether he cringed in the safety of Lythuria, or stood with those brave enough to fight for change. Although he had barely been back since arriving here all those years ago, the pull of his homeland had never felt so strong.
 “Is there no-one to lead them?” Kellan urged. “No-one to bring them together where they could find strength in numbers?”
 Larrim shared the dregs from the wineskin between the two cups, though Kellan had lost his appetite for wine.
 “What? Oh, there are mercenary bands working for minor lords all over the Empire, trying to dislodge the Korathean Garrisons, but none with any great success. Take my advice, and don’t worry yourself with these matters. Order will be restored.”
 
 
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Chaos had gripped the land.
At first light, they saw the streams of dispossessed wearily approaching. Handcarts, barrows and mules carried what little they had the mind to pack as they fled east. More often than not, children or the elderly filled those places. The road was thick with them, and the gates had only just been opened to reveal a city full to bursting already.
 Kellan and Valia were the first to rise, after the night of excess, and watched the miserable procession.
 “Is there no end to them?” Kellan said, shaking his head.
 “This is not a good sign,” she replied.
 “How so?”
 “That so many should flee.”
 Kellan looked at her quizzically. The imposing woman at his side gripped her braid tightly as she considered the masses that spilled from the choked road and into the land around it. “Would you not flee, in their position?”
 “It is that ‘position’ that concerns me,” she replied. “When an army takes a land, it keeps the people who work it on their farms, and in their factories. This army will need to be fed, and if the fields behind them are untended…” she left the sentence unfinished.
 “We should wake Blunt,” Kellan said, rattled by the concern the woman showed. If she was nervous, then there was good reason to be. In all the time Kellan had known her, she had been cool and measured in her thoughts and actions, but the way she was crushing her thick, dark braid in her hand told him that she was agitated. At well over six feet tall, she dwarfed Kellan, and her broad shoulders flexed, as though readying for battle as she watched. “I’ll get Blunt,” he repeated, knocking a cooking pot as he turned.
 Dimas sat up. The man shook his head and swayed as he sat on the dusty ground. He saw Kellan, but showed no sign of recognition. Then his face began to show signs of panic. He cast about looking for something, a whimper escaping from his throat.
 Then he found it. The wineskin.
 He pulled out the stopper and drank deeply, calming his heavy breathing.
Kellan felt ill at the sight of it. The thought of drinking anything other than cool clear water, and lots of it, was too much to contemplate. He walked slowly over to a water barrel, just as Dimas slumped back again to grumble into a stupor, and drank deeply from the ladle.
Then he picked his way through the carnage of still sleeping bodies to where Blunt lay, propped against a cartwheel, his garish red had with the green feathers tipped over his eyes. He heard the gentle singing of steel on steel as Blunt unsheathed a belt knife, then the hat was slowly lifted from his eyes with a coarse, stubby finger. Kellan held his palms out and smiled.
 “It is only me,” he said. Blunt grunted, and continued to watch the young man suspiciously. “More refugees. Valia wants a word.” When the reception got no friendlier, he shook his head and returned to Valia’s side.
 “What is his problem with me?” he asked.
 “Blunt?” she said. “Don’t take offence; he didn’t trust me for years.”
 “How long have you been with the Band? I’ve never asked you.”
 Valia looked distant for a moment. “Fifteen years or so. Since I took his coin and offered my allegiance.”
 “Really?” Kellan was genuinely surprised. She didn’t look old enough to have been in his service for that long.
 She was about to answer when she was interrupted by the disgruntled shouts of those being kicked out of the way by Scurrilous Blunt.
 “What is it?” he asked of Valia.
 She pointed her chin in the direction of the refugees, still marching dejectedly along the road. “This lot, it’s too many.”
Blunt pushed his hat back on his head and looked thoughtful. Kellan always admired the way the two of them were of one mind on all things tactical. So much of their conversations went unsaid, as they both instinctively grasped the same indisputable facts without the need to vocalise them. This made their conversations difficult to follow at times for those not versed in strategies of conflict.
Blunt ended the long silence that followed. “We need more information. Alano has two horses, I say we use them to scout westward a few days to see what those buggers are up to. Wouldn’t hurt to ask some of these poor bastards a few more questions either. Find out if these Jendayans are as uncompromising as our friend, Alano, suggests.”
 
 “I should be going with you, Blunt” Olimar said again, as his father mounted the horse. Valia was already in the saddle of the other, a mare dappled brown on grey. Her bow was strung and ready, and her sword at her hip. She also carried six spears across her back within easy reach of her throwing arm. She tried not to notice Truman, admiring her as she waited to head out, aware suddenly of the cut of the leather cuirass, custom made to accommodate her feminine figure.
 “You stay here, boy,” Blunt insisted, “take command of the men if need be. If we have not returned in ten days, leave without us. You know what to do.” Then he took off his wide brimmed hat and handed it to his son. “Look after that. Don’t ruffle the feathers.”
Olimar looked furious at his father’s decision to take Valia, and not himself, to scout the advance from the west, but swallowed any further argument and nodded grimly. Alano had agreed to allow the horses to be taken from his camp, for a fee, with the understanding that they would be paid for in full if not returned.
Olimar slapped his father’s mount, as they set out against the flow of refugees, forced into the fields at the side of the road by the throng. He suddenly became aware of the hat in his hand, and scowled again.
They travelled away from the roads, through necessity, as the fleeing Bal Morans choked the highways. The land became less undulating as they headed west, until they crossed the River Mora after three days, and it levelled out altogether. Bal Mora had some of the richest farmland in the Empire, its grain and cereal crops enough to supply Korathea all on their own. The breadbasket of the Empire, and it had been the first to fall.
Here and there they found abandoned farmhouses; many had burned their crops as the invaders approached. That alone was a frightening sign of the Bal Morans’ complete and utter belief that they would not be returning to their land, and their determination to leave nothing to those who took it from them.
They had heard stories from some that they met, of brutality unseen even at the height of the Korathean expansion. Whole towns massacred as warnings to surrounding settlements, to swear fealty or perish.
 This was less an occupation than an extermination of them, and their way of life
They said little as they travelled into Bal Mora, ever watchful of the horizon for signs of movement. They were also aware that there would certainly be advance scout parties ahead of the main invasion force, and kept a wary eye out for any that they might cross paths with.
They chose an abandoned farmhouse that had been left intact to spend the night in, taking advantage of the stables to conceal the horses. They did not light a fire or lamp, lest they be seen from a distance in the dark, and ate a cold supper of bread and cured ham. Upstairs was a bedroom, linen still on the soft mattress, and Valia fell into it gratefully, leaving Blunt to take first watch.
 She felt the aches of the day’s ride soak from her as she lay, fully dressed, in the dark room. A wooden shutter had just enough movement when latched to gently creak in the night breeze, and she fell asleep quickly; memories stirred by the familiar sound.
 
Lushara Bedein woke before dawn. The hinges of one of the wooden shutters in the dormitory were creaking as it gently rattled in the breeze. A wave of relief swept over her as she remembered that she was on kitchen duty today, and would not have to enter the Harami chambers. She could do without the jibes today.
She decided not to wait for the dawn bell, and sat up on her narrow bed. She brushed her long, chestnut hair before braiding it into a single thick strand which she threw over her shoulder. A few of the other girls in the dormitory stirred as she dressed, but none woke, even when she opened the door and slipped out into the hall. She followed the long passageway, past the doors of the other dormitories where young girls like her slept, twenty to a room.
 She walked down two flights of cold, stone stairs and made her way to the kitchens that served the western wing of Shol’Hara. With the fires lit in the stoves, the warmth of the kitchen was a welcome respite from the draughty hall. The rotund Mistress of the kitchen fussed with her apron strings as Lushara entered.
 “Ah, Lushara,” she said with a tight smile, “first again I see. Always keen, you. I shall miss you when you have moved on.”
 “Yes Mistress,” Lushara replied with a curtsy.
 “If you put half as much effort into your duties as a Haram as you do here, you’ll earn that first earring in no time.” The Mistress stood in front of Lushara, looking up at her through eyes almost hidden in her chubby features, and laughed raucously. Lushara liked the Mistress, but her sense of humour was often cruel. She barely reached Lushara’s elbow when they stood side by side, and Lushara often wondered how the Mistress of the Kitchen carried her vast weight on such small feet. But she was on those feet from dawn until dusk every day without fail, and ran her kitchen like a Hatar did a battalion of Heavy Infantry.
The mistress was not a Haram. She was just a cook, and could not understand what it was like to be on the verge of entering the Harami chambers as a breeder for the first time. She had children of her own, of course, two boys, but they would never have the honour of serving in the Heavy Infantry as Lushara’s sons would.
 “The Dam’Hara has not called me yet, Mistress,” Lushara replied.
 “Yes, I hear you are late to bloom,” she said, eyeing Lushara suspiciously, “but then many girls hide their bleeds to avoid the call.”
 Lushara gasped and brought her hand up to her mouth. Could the Mistress know?
 “Silly girl,” the Mistress went on. “It is an easier life in the Harami chambers than you choose to cling to here. Waited on and adored, honoured above all women. And the men. Pah!” she exclaimed. “Take my word for it, variety will keep your juices flowing longer than a monogamous marriage. My Lucis hasn’t touched me since last winter, and even then, he was at the wrong end of a six hour drinking session.”
Lushara blushed at the thought of the Mistress and her husband in that way. The image that entered her mind, uninvited, was too ridiculous to contemplate. The Mistress was waddling away with short, heavy strides that set her whole body trembling as she spoke.
 “A life on your back up there,” she exclaimed as she tottered away, “or a life on your feet in here. I know which I would choose.”
 But that was just it. To choose the way she would spend her life was a luxury not afforded to her. She would be a Haram, and bear children, ‘To the glory of the Empire.’ That was what she was born to do.
 “Shera is still ill,” the Mistress called from the huge chopping board where she had set about dicing vegetables. “You will need to take her place in the Opal chamber. But first I need apples. Those lazy eunuchs have let the boxes run empty.”
 Her heart sank. She had hoped to avoid the Harami chambers today. “Please mistress, is there no-one else?” she pleaded.
 “Chesa herself has requested you,” the Mistress replied without looking up from her task. “Now, apples.”
Her heart sank further. If Chesa had requested her, it would be for the sole purpose of bullying Lushara. That Haram had taken a dislike to her from the start. The first day that Lushara had served the Harami in the Opal chambers, Chesa had begun to tease and intimidate the young girl. Rogan said that it was because she was jealous of Lushara’s beauty. She smiled at the thought of him, and hope sprang in her chest that she would see him this morning. Perhaps a trip to the orchard would not be such an onerous task after all.
A few of the other girls on kitchen duty were filing in through the open door, rubbing the sleep from their eyes. She heard the Mistress bossing them as she slipped out into the herb garden and made her way to the western orchard. She passed the glass houses with their crops of tender fruits, then the regimented cherry trees. A gardener was up already, pruning the branches of a trained fan that grew against a south facing wall. She nodded a greeting at the eunuch, who raised his secateurs in a pudgy hand in return. Not just any man was allowed within the walls of Shol’Hara, and certainly not one still ‘intact’.
The dew-covered grass was soft under her feet as she made her way into the western orchard, with its trees, heavy with fruit. She collected a barrow and several apple crates from beside the outbuildings, then collected a pair of secateurs from the storage cupboards within. She began harvesting the large, green apples, placing them carefully in the flat crates.
Occasionally she gave a whistle; the call of the hedge thrush, as she worked down a line of trees. She had filled four of the shallow crates when the call was returned, and her heart leapt. Glancing around and seeing no-one, she made her way to the compost pile at one corner of the huge walled orchard. The massive pile of rotting grass and other vegetation concealed a section of crumbling wall. She made her way around the pile, picking her route carefully through the brambles to the broken section. With a final glance about, she ducked down and crawled through the fissure into the narrow passage between two high walls. Little light penetrated the narrow corridor, and only a few stubborn weeds barred her way as she hurried along the space. The passage turned a right angle, and sloped downwards for about a hundred paces until she came to the end where another section of wall had collapsed into the woodland beyond.
She looked longingly into the gloomy forest, the closest she had ever come to leaving the walls of Shol’Hara. Suddenly, Rogan leapt the rubble pile at the end of the passage, landing silently in front of her. She felt her belly flush with warmth at the sight of him; tall and muscular, and handsome in a predatory way. Even though she herself was over six feet tall, he stood a head taller, and his broad shoulders and biceps strained at the fabric of his shirtsleeves. He was fifteen years old as well, and training to join the Heavy Infantry.
 “You came,” she said breathlessly.
 “How could I refuse?” he replied, taking her in with his hungry eyes. She had first met him as a child, when Lushara had been playing in the orchard. Rogan and some friends had found their way into the gap between the walls as they had played in the forest. Rogan had been the only one brave enough to go through the fissure into Shol’Hara, and there, had met Lushara. As luck would have it, Rogan’s quarters were not far from the wall. He would hear the call of the hedge thrush, and return it if he was able to meet. They had been meeting here for almost eight years.
At first their meetings were merely opportunities to push at their boundaries and explore their surroundings, bending rules as children do. But recently, their liaisons had taken on a different edge, as their bodies changed and demanded more than just the thrill of defying authority.
They embraced, hungry mouths finding each other, and they kissed for a while until Lushara pushed him away playfully. She had felt him harden against her, and he had made no attempt to hide it, pressing against her all the more.
 “Behave,” she giggled playfully, not ready to go any further, yet. Then fell silent.
 “What is it?” he asked.
 “Nothing,” she bit her lip.
 “There is something bothering you. I can tell.”
 “It’s Chesa again, she is really being mean these days.”
 “I told you,” he grinned, “she is jealous; worried that you will get all the attention.” She hit his chest playfully before frowning again.
 “And that’s another thing. I don’t want ‘all the attention’. I don’t want anyone’s attention,” she blushed as she looked at her feet and squeezed her thick, dark braid until her knuckles turned white. “Except yours.”
 He put his arms around her and drew her against his chest. “Then we should leave together,” he said.
 “Would you really do that for me?”
 “Of course,” he said, for the hundredth time, “I’d do anything for you.”
 She told herself that he was sincere and enjoyed the closeness for a few moments before pulling away. “I must go. I will be missed.”
She hurried back to the opening in the wall without a backward glance, and made her way back into the orchard where she hastily filled the crates and returned to the kitchens.
It was early afternoon when she was sent to the Opal chamber. She pushed a trolley, laden with fruit and jugs of wine along the polished stone floor to the huge double doors that led into the chamber. A Eunuch stood either side of the door, and wordlessly opened them as she approached. Music escaped the room, along with a miasma of scents and flowery perfumes.
 She entered to find a familiar scene. Women reclined on cushions and rugs all around the room, lazily picking at the morsels of food set about them. Many sipped wine or dozed to the music a eunuch played on his lute. The pool in the centre of the chamber held a few bathers, soaking in the heated water. All of the women wore diaphanous robes that hid little; completely, unashamedly brazen.
These were the Harami. Breeders. Mothers of the Empire. There were maybe fifty in the Opal chamber today, one of many chambers in the west wing of Shol’Hara. This was where the Heavy Infantry were bred. Women selected for their size and strength, bred with those of the Heavy Infantry who had proved themselves on the battlefield, thus ensuring the pedigree of their offspring. Girls born of these unions were usually considered to be worthy of entering the chambers themselves when they came of age. However, more boys by far were born, thanks to a concoction of herbal drinks, thus ensuring the future of the Heavy Infantry.
 Lushara had always been a strong girl, and already over six feet in height. She would make a fine Haram, and bear many sons, ‘To the glory of the Empire’, whether she liked it or not.
 “Don’t just stand there like a fool, girl,” she heard the familiar voice that filled her with dread. She looked in the direction it had come from, and saw Chesa, lying beside a huge, bearded man behind a screen of mesh curtains. Her robes were open, barely clinging to her shoulders as she propped herself up on an elbow. She was holding out her wine cup, as the man caressed her neck roughly with his mouth, and ran his huge hand up and down her naked thigh. Lushara pushed aside the ineffectual curtain, and poured wine into the offered cup. The seven green gemstones that ran up from her left earlobe towards the tip of her pinna vouched for the seven sons she had borne, ‘To the glory of the Empire’. She was a bully, everyone knew that, but she had the ear of the Dam’Hara, the ‘Mistress’ of Shol’Hara, so no-one stood up to her.
 “Who is this one?” the man growled with a lascivious grin, his eyes taking in Lushara’s full breasts beneath her linen blouse. He was naked save for a sheet that barely covered his arousal.
 “This one is not ripe yet,” Chesa sneered at her with a disdain she did not even attempt to conceal, and sipped the wine languidly.
 “Looks ripe to me.” He leant across Chesa, reaching for Lushara. Chesa snatched the wrist of his groping hand, and forced his hand onto the soft flesh of her belly. Chesa was still beautiful, but the ravages of bearing those seven children, and the sedentary lifestyle of the Harami, had left her overweight and doughy, her large breasts beginning to sag.
 “Leave the child alone, Asham, she is not worth your efforts.”
Asham glared hungrily at her nevertheless. “How about a taste of things to come, girl?” he growled with a salacious grin. He was muscular still, but retirement into Shol’Hara was beginning to tell on his physique and his stomach was larger than a serving infantryman could get away with.
 “The Dam’Hara would have your eggs,” Chesa said, reaching beneath the sheet to grab his balls. Asham flinched as she squeezed, then chuckled lustfully, and pushed her flat on her back amongst the pillows. Lushara made to turn and go, but Chesa hissed at her. “Stay where you are girl. I may wish my wine refilled.”
 So she waited beside them, staring at nothing in the middle distance, while Asham mounted Chesa and thrust and grunted his way to a shuddering climax. Lushara felt the woman’s eyes on her throughout.
When Asham fell into the pillows, his broad chest heaving from the effort, Chesa spoke. “I know that you have been hiding your bleeds, girl. The Dam’Hara has been told.” Lushara barely concealed a gasp. “And when you are sent to become a Haram, I will ask that it is Asham here who deflowers you. I like my men rough, and big,” she said pointedly before taking a sip from her cup. “But then I have been doing this for many years. A young thing like you would find Asham a challenge to accommodate.” She smiled wickedly.
 Lushara felt the blood drain from her face, and knew that her fear showed as Chesa’s smile broadened. Asham was snoring already as Chesa ran a finger down his sternum, over his belly to his groin, never taking her eyes off Lushara as she did so.
 “You may leave now,” she sneered when Lushara finally pulled her gaze away in shock at the woman’s shameless behaviour.
She spent the rest of the afternoon refilling plates of fruit and topping up wine cups. Retired infantrymen, enormous men every one, came and went, taking their pleasure among the willing Harami. Girls like Lushara were used to serve in the chambers to instil a sense of their future role in the Empire. Most girls could not wait to enter the chambers as full Harami, and settle into a life of luxury, bodies worshipped by the strongest in Korathean society, their every whim catered for.
But Lushara found the whole thing disgusting, and demeaning.
She found her mother asleep by a window. She had barely stirred when a man had been on top of her, rutting like an animal, before leaving her undisturbed among the pillows. She was a woman of only thirty years, yet she was grossly overweight, her folds of flesh disgusting to Lushara, but clearly not to the men that came here to sow their seed.
 “Mother?” she asked. The woman turned her head towards the sound of her daughter’s voice. She had eight green gemstone earrings running up her left ear; Lushara was her only daughter. Harami got no gem for a girl.
 “Lushara,” she said dreamily.
 “Are you well?”
 “I’m…” she waved a hand airily. Then Lushara saw the white powder on a dish beside her mother. It was a powerful drug, called Bliss, used to dull the pain of childbirth, or taken in small doses for a feeling of euphoria and enhanced awareness. But taken too often, it could dull the mind to the point where the user became unaware of anything, and could prove fatal. Once a woman became reliant on the effects of Bliss, it was a difficult habit to break, and Lushara’s mother was firmly in its grip.
She turned away; eyes wet, and squeezed her braid until her knuckles went white. She walked away from what was left of the woman who had given birth to her with a growing hollowness in her heart.
 The last hour or so until she was relieved by another girl went by in a haze. Could she really allow herself to become like these women? Fat and sluggish, bearing child after child to any number of nameless retired soldiers.
 Like a heifer put to the bull. Opening her legs ‘To the glory of the Empire’, day after day, until she retreated from the world in a Bliss induced trance that erased her mind steadily, leaving her nothing but a living shell like her mother.
 Or could she run away? Would Rogan really abandon his training and prospects in the Heavy Infantry to be with her, far from Shol’Hara and the lace manacles she wore?
 When she reached her dormitory after dinner, her heart froze. Waiting beside her bed was the Dam’Hara herself. She had borne so many sons in her time as a Haram that her left ear was filled from lobe to pinna with green gemstones, and a string of them hung down from that lobe halfway to her shoulder. Fifteen! Fifteen sons, ‘To the glory of the Empire’. Beside her was a smug looking aide, looking down her hooked nose at the terrified girl.
 “Lushara Bedein.” It was not a question.
 “Dam’Hara,” Lushara curtsied awkwardly. She was a stern looking woman. Lean, not like the women she had been serving earlier, but tall, wiry and sharp eyed. She wore her hair in a severe bun that pulled her features tight, giving her the appearance of a woman ten years her junior.
 “What is this?” she said sternly. She was holding one of Lushara’s cloths up. She saw now that her bedside drawer was open, and the clothes scattered on her bed.
 “Dam’Hara?” she played dumb, knowing that the blood had not been fully cleansed from the cloth. It was impossible to remove the stain completely.
 “You had us believe that you were slow to flower,” she said accusingly.
 “I am not yet regular, Dam’Hara,” she lied.
 “Then your first pregnancy should set your rhythm.”
 “Dam’Hara?”
 “Be in my office in one hour. It is time you were made a Haram.” With that, she swept out of the room, the aide all smugness in her wake. Lushara sat on her bed and stared at the stained cloth woefully. She had delayed the inevitable for long enough, and now her destiny had caught up with her.
By the time Lushara had gathered the resolve to go to the Dam’Hara’s chamber, the feeling of dread was starting to form a ball like lead in her stomach. By the time she was seated outside the rooms of the Dam’Hara, the pain was intense. She was seated on a long bench with two other girls, both younger, perhaps thirteen; a mixture of excited anticipation and nervous apprehension vied for dominance on their faces.
The marble floored waiting hall was cool and roomy, every noise echoing back off the unadorned walls. They were called to the Dam’Hara’s rooms one at a time, and clearly leaving by another exit, as none returned. When her name was called she doubted she could stand, but her legs proved more robust than her resolve, and carried her into the large office beyond the heavy door.
The Dam’Hara sat behind a large wooden desk, with ledgers piled high on either side. The aide stood at her side with her fingers locked at her waist, watching Lushara as she entered. There must have been hundreds of ledgers; the office itself was lined with bookcases filled with the things. She wondered how many names they contained after all these centuries. There was one open in front of her and it held her attention.
 “Lushara Bedein,” the woman said.
 “Yes Dam’Hara,” she replied in a small voice.
 “Stand tall, girl,” the Dam’Hara scolded as she looked up from the book to inspect her, “you will soon be Haram, the greatest honour the Empire can bestow upon a woman. Be proud of who you are, and proud of what you do.” She returned to her ledger without waiting to see if Lushara complied. “I see no reason why you cannot begin your service in the Opal chamber, west wing.” The aide nodded approval. “It is important to keep certain degrees of separation of the different bloodlines. The men who prove themselves worthy of siring your children will be of no close relation to you.” She smiled then. “Your friend, Chesa, asked that you be placed under her wing for your first few months. She assures me that you will be well looked after.”
Well looked after, Lushara thought miserably, brutalised by Asham more like, then bullied for the rest of my days in Shol’Hara.
 “Take three days to prepare yourself. Soon you too will be a ‘Mother of the Empire’,” the Dam’Hara said with what looked like a smile bordering on warm, then dismissed her. She left feeling numb
 The following morning she went to the kitchen early, though she was not on duty that day. She wanted to talk with the Mistress of the kitchen to get the advice of someone from outside her own order.
 “But I want to choose for myself,” she said again, wiping her cheeks. It had not taken long for her to start crying.
 “You have a duty, Lushara, to the Empire,” she said gently. “In return you are honoured more than any woman outside these walls could hope for.”
 “It just seems so unfair,” she said, hating herself for sounding so petulant.
 “Lushara? Is there something you are not telling me?” The Mistress had always been able to read her, and today was no different.
 “I met a boy,” she replied, “and I think I love him. I want it to be him, not some old man I’ve never even met.”
The Mistress raised an eyebrow. Lushara was sure that she could be trusted with this information, but it was a serious transgression. The older woman was careful not to ask how they had met, choosing ignorance as the best option. “Does it matter which man fathers your children?”
 “It does to me.”
 “You know nothing of this boy. You say he is a boy; well, then he is untested,” she said harshly. “It is better that a man who has proven himself a warrior give you his seed. That way, you are assured of bearing great warriors in turn. You are the mothers of the Empire, Lushara. The Heavy Infantry has made the Empire what it is today; without them it would be just another petty Kingdom. Be proud of what you do.” She took Lushara’s hands in hers and clutched them to her chest, smiling at her warmly again. “If it is the deed itself that worries you, then you need not trouble yourself. A firm young beauty like yourself will have any man empty himself in a few short thrusts; it will be over before you know it.” She winked as Lushara gasped at her brazen comments. “Don’t forget, I have been married for over thirty years. Men are easily controlled in the bedchamber. Quicken them when you are not in the mood, but draw pleasure from them when you feel the need.”
 “Mistress!” Lushara blushed.
 She laughed. “Forget this boy. Take the first warrior that takes a fancy to you and make his head spin. Remind him where the Empire’s true power comes from, and any others that follow. Let the Heavy Infantry tremble when they set foot in Shol’Hara. Let them know that you are not their plaything; they are merely bearers of seed for the next generation. You are Harami, the ‘Mothers of the Empire’.”
Lushara almost felt that there was a tinge of regret in the Mistress’ voice, perhaps envying the life that lay before her. She took a walk in the western orchard, hoping that Rogan would hear the call. Her pulse began to race when the hedge thrush song was returned, and she hurried to their meeting place. More than anything now she needed the reassurance of his confident words and strong arms. He was over the crumbling wall before she had got to the end of the dark passage, his strong shoulders inviting her to cry on them.
 “What is it?” he asked as she fell sobbing into his arms.
 “The Dam’Hara,” was all she could manage.
 “The Dam’Hara? What did she say?”
 “In two days I will be a Haram. Chesa saw to that. It will be horrible,” she said between sobs.
 “That is the way of it,” he said simply.
 “Is that it?” she replied hotly. “Is that all you have to say? ‘That is the way of it’?”
 “I’m sorry. I did not mean to sound so casual.”
 Lushara took a deep, calming breath.
 “No, I am sorry. I am all wound up like a spring.”
 “We could leave, you and I,” he said. “Tomorrow.”
 “Really?”
 “It is not unheard of for young women to leave Shol’Hara. And not every recruit completes his training.” he said, raising an eyebrow.
 “But we would have to leave Kor’Habat. Everyone would know what we were,” she said with hope rising in her heart.
 “I would gladly do that for you,” he promised, taking her hands in his.
 “Really?” she asked, as her initial, indoctrinated resistance to the idea crumbled against his steely gaze.
 “Anything. Do you love me?”
 “Of course,” she answered quickly.
 “We could go anywhere in the Empire, or beyond it. We could see the world together, you and I, free to go where we wished, when we wished it. Free to choose each other.”
 “Really?” she said again, lost in his eyes.
 “If you love me,” he replied. “But I need to know that you do.”
 “Oh, I do,” she said eagerly, standing on her toes to kiss his mouth, pulling his head down to her with her hands.
 “I need to know,” he said between kisses.
 “Anything,” she replied breathlessly.
 “Show me,” he urged.
 “Anything.”
He pushed her down gently in front of him. She was not sure if it was his romantic words that had her on her knees before him, but right then, she did not care. The promise of a life away from Shol’Hara and the strict control over who she took to her bed certainly had her head spinning. Perhaps it was an act of defiance, proving to herself that she could love who she wanted, in any way she chose. ‘To the glory of the Empire’ be damned. But she did it willingly, coaxed by promises of a better life, and a future that was her own to share with Rogan.
 So unreal was the moment that she was barely aware of taking him in her mouth, or the brief moments that followed. The shock of his release and the sharp taste brought her back to herself some small way, but the blood still rushed in her ears as her heart thudded urgently in her chest.
 He stepped away, buttoning his flies as he did. She wiped her mouth on her cuff, and looked up at him with bleary eyes. He did not make eye contact with her as he fussed with his trousers, suddenly awkward in her presence. She got to her feet unsteadily.
 “Rogan,” she began.
 “I have to go,” he replied quickly, “I will be late.”
 “Late for what?”
 “I’m sorry, I should hurry.” He made to turn away, but she caught his arm and went to kiss him. He turned his mouth from her, offering his cheek instead, and still did not look her in the eye.
 “Rogan?” she said, bewildered, as he made to scale the rubble of the collapsed wall. “Tomorrow then? Same time?”
 “Yes,” he replied impatiently as he sought hand and footholds between the stones in the ancient wall, “tomorrow.”
 She watched him go with a hollow feeling growing in her stomach, but she would not allow herself to acknowledge its meaning.
 She tried to remove the dirt from the patches on her skirts where her knees had pressed onto the ground, but the tell-tale signs remained stubbornly obvious.
 She rushed back to her dormitory and changed her skirt, taking the other straight to the sink to wash away the dark smears, and began to weep with shame.
The following morning, there was no answer to her call. She made her way to their meeting place with a small bag carrying all of her possessions, and paced for what felt like an age as her worst fears were confirmed to her.
Stupid, stupid girl!
 Like a heifer to the bull. Used by Rogan as Asham would have used her to slake his lust. Were men all alike in their desire to use and discard women on a whim?
 ‘To the glory of the Empire’.
 The feeling of hopelessness sucked at her from within until she could barely draw breath, and then, like shutters being thrown open on a brilliant dawn, she realised that she was truly free.
She swore then, never to be taken in like a fool by the sweet promises of men and their singular aims. She swore to be master of her own destiny, and sole guardian of her heart and all it held.
 She climbed over the rubble into the dark forest, and a new life in an unknown world.
 
 “Valia.” A voice roused her. “Company.”
 She shook the dream from her mind, coming to full alertness quickly. She made her way to where Blunt was crouched by a window, and dared a glance out into the night.
 “I’ve seen six so far,” he answered her questioning look, “mounted, crossing that patch of ground beyond the well.” She could see the well and the patch of ground that reflected the moonlight, but no more figures crossed it.
 “Coming this way?” she asked quietly. He nodded.
 “They will no doubt be looking for a place to bed down, but if they go to stable the horses first, they will see our animals.”
 “Who do you think they are?”
 “At this time of night? All on horseback?” he said softly. “Forward scout party.”
 Valia nodded in agreement. They would not be refugees. Even if they did choose to travel at night, they had seen none with six horses in a single group. Mounts were like gold in times like these.
 “We do not have time to move them,” she said, “but I may be able to get into the stables from the back, and stop whoever comes in from sounding the alarm.”
 “And if more than one goes in?” he shook his head. “Best we meet them in the open.”
 “By the time we are able to identify them, the distance between us will be short.”
 “Then you try to take them from the rear. I will confront them at the door, draw their attention.”
 She nodded, and made her way to the back door. She removed two of the spears from the deep quiver strapped across her back and weighed them in her hands. She reached the stables just as she caught the sound of hooves on soft ground approaching. A horse snorted and she heard muttered voices. She could not be sure, but they sounded as though they were in a foreign tongue.
 She prowled round the far side of the stables, and just as she heard the large door creaking on its hinges, Blunt stepped out from the farmhouse, fifty paces away.
 “Who’s there!” he shouted.
Immediately, Valia heard swords clearing their scabbards, and a shout in a language she had never heard. She stepped around the corner of the building, spear ready.
 They were well trained. At the sound of Blunt’s voice they had taken a defensive formation, and Valia did not have all of their backs as she had hoped. A soldier stood facing her, five strides away, as she rounded the corner. She did not hesitate though, and the spear took him from his feet with a grunt. She had the second in her right hand before he hit the ground, and the next nearest soldier was too slow to dodge the missile. It took him in the shoulder, spinning him as he fell. She pulled another spear from her back, and hurled it as she ran at the next. But this one was ready, alerted to her weapon of choice by the fate of his fellows, and parried the spear with his sword; he had barely recovered when Valia was upon him, sword drawn. He was quick, but on the back foot after her initial attack, and fell when her blade opened a deep gash at his neck.
Blunt arrived as two turned to face Valia. The last remaining invader took on Blunt. The two that faced her spread out, stretching her defence across a wide arc, then both attacked at once, steel flashing in the moonlight. They came at her with long, slender blades. They were quick, too, with the lighter weapons, and Valia was forced back immediately. She danced out of reach of their swords and tried to put enough space between them to use her spears, but they were wise to her intentions and pursued her relentlessly.
She stumbled in the dark, as she backed off, sending a wooden bucket skidding across the packed dirt with a hollow clatter. Suddenly, Blunt was at their backs. He hacked at the back of the first he came to, cutting deeply into the leather armour right through to bone, and the man fell with a grunt. Valia took the moment of indecision from the other to launch her counter attack and soon had him desperately parrying her blows. She knocked the sword from his grasp as he collapsed to his knees. Valia levelled the point of her sword with his throat.
 “Don’t move a muscle, you foreign filth,” Blunt growled as the man went to his pocket to retrieve something. The man continued regardless, taking something small from his hip, and putting it to his lips before Valia could stop him. His eyes grew wide, and then a spasm racked his body before he collapsed dead on the ground. They watched as black foam bubbled from between his lips.
 “Quick,” Valia said, remembering the soldier she had winged, but even as they rounded on him, the last convulsion shook the life from his eyes, and he lay still, black bubbles dribbling obscenely.
 “Suicide!” Blunt spat. “Bastards.”
 “I doubt we would have got much information from them anyway. How’s your Jendayan?” But Blunt only growled in disgust.
 Valia crouched beside the body to inspect the enemy. These men were not big, especially when compared to her, probably a hand or two shorter than the locals here. Their skin was dark olive, and their eyes strangely down-turned at the outer corners. She inspected the light leather armour these men wore. It was nothing unusual, not that different from her own, but stained a deep red that she had never seen in a leather.
She lifted one of the swords and hefted it in her big hand. It was two fingers wide with a gentle curve along its length. The cross-guard was small and the grip was large enough to be held with both hands, and bound with leather. Too delicate for her own use, but a worthy trophy all the same.
 “Let’s move,” Blunt grunted, eyeing the bodies sourly. “Whoever sent these bastards will no doubt not be far behind.”
 
 
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Beginnings…
 
Elan found his friend sitting on a rock, on the slopes above the milking sheds. He was looking thoughtful and did not notice Elan’s approach until he was very close.
 “Fate!” Kellan exclaimed. “You startled me.”
 “Sorry, but I was hardly creeping up on you,” he replied.
 “If this is about missing dinner last night, then I am sorry, but I needed to speak with someone.”
 “It’s not me you need to apologise to,” Elan said, “it was my mother who prepared the meal, and my sister who was looking forward to your company.”
 “I’m surprised you noticed my absence,” Kellan said petulantly. “You never come out any more. All you do is tinker with your loom and work late.”
 Elan laughed. “Now hold on, we’re not married you know. You sound like a spoilt child.”
 “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 “I have a duty to my family,” he replied, “and to myself. I need to make the business grow to justify my involvement, and that requires hard work.”
 “Oh, yes of course, you’re the first person to ever have to work hard,” Kellan sneered.
 Elan bit down on his reply. It would be too easy to score points in this argument. Kellan milked cows. Perhaps that was part of the problem.
 “You should really consider my father’s offer of a job,” he said reasonably. “Fate knows we have need of the help, and if you and Eloya are to…” he left the sentence hanging.
 Kellan fell backwards onto the soft grass and groaned.
 “It is not that simple, Elan. Understand that I am tied to the Northlands by birth. I cannot pretend that everything I need is here.” He rubbed at his temples as though soothing a headache.
 “Too much wine last night?” asked Elan.
 “Jealous?”
 Elan did not answer. He knew what Kellan was like when these moods took him. It was best to approach him from a different angle to get to the root of the problem.
 “What’s brought this on Kellan? Aren’t you happy here any longer?” Elan sat on the grass beside his friend.
Kellan struggled for the words. “Do you remember those caged men we saw in Ravenswold?”
 “Yes,” he replied after a pause.
 “They have joined the images that I cannot scrub from my memory. I see my mother die. I see my father dead. I see men caged like animals, and mutilated for sport.” He was staring at the sky. Wisps of cloud blew from the mountains and dissipated as they drifted south. “I am one of the lucky ones you know, living here. By rights I should be down there with them, suffering or worse, but I am not.”
 “What are you saying, that you have no right to happiness?”
 Kellan rolled onto an elbow and propped himself up to look at his friend. “That’s exactly it. I could stay here in safety, but lose my right to ever call myself a Northlander.”
 “Would that be so bad?” he regretted the words as soon as he had spoken them, but Kellan let them pass.
 “That trader, the one that arrived yesterday. It was him that I met last night,” Kellan explained. “He told me that there are the beginnings of an uprising.”
Elan scoffed. “Please Kellan, you have seen the uprising for yourself. Men in cages, remember?”
 “This is different. There is real hunger now for rebellion,” he said firmly. “All over the Empire people are making a stand. If I stay here and ignore the call, then I can never return to the Northlands, or any other part of the world to the south. I will become a prisoner here regardless of the outcome. I will regret it until the day I die.”
 “Are you seriously thinking of leaving here to fight the Empire based on hearsay?” Elan said incredulously.
 “Elan, I saw the way you looked at those caged men. Maybe you have forgotten, but I remember the look on your face. You were disgusted that men should be treated like that.”
Elan remembered his disgust, and his shame at having pulled Kellan back. He knew that they could not have saved the men, but to not try smacked of cowardice and he knew it. He remembered how he had cringed behind that log when Kellan had fired on the Militiamen, and the fear he had felt when he himself fired an arrow at a man. He had run. He had dragged Kellan with him as much to save his friend as to prevent himself being alone as he ran. He did not have Kellan’s impulsiveness, but dressed his reluctance up as discretion and justified his inaction.
 “Of course I was disgusted, but what can one man do?” he said softly, avoiding Kellan’s eyes.
 “Join me,” Kellan said.
 “What?” he replied with disbelief.
 “Come with me into the Northlands and join the fight.”
 He laughed. “Kellan, we don’t even know there is a fight to join. That trader was no doubt spinning tales for his own ends.”
 “Then you can return home quickly,” Kellan said.
 Elan shook his head. “I cannot abandon my father now to go on a fool’s errand.”
 “Then I hope the memories of those caged men do not give you nightmares for the rest of your days.” Kellan snorted.
 “This is ridiculous,” Elan stood, “what about Eloya? Have you told her about this?” Kellan’s expression gave his answer. “No, I thought not.”
 “I always thought you had more courage.” Kellan said quietly.
 “I will not rise to that,” Elan replied.
 “I did not think you would,” Kellan said, but it was to Elan’s back as he stomped down the slope to the cobbled road below.
 
Kellan met with Ganindhra later that day. Ganindhra had summoned him with a thought, slipping into Kellan’s consciousness. He had been practising that trick with Eloya, and had become adept himself, but was only able to impart simple images and messages. Ganindhra had told him that was all he himself could do and that Kellan’s ability proved a strong disposition for that particular skill.
 “I have sensed a growing unease in you today, Aemoran,” the creature rumbled in that deep tone.
 “Today?” Kellan said. Feeling the distant growl of that other presence, as it crouched, animal-like within him. “Am I to take it from that, that you rummage through my head every other day?”
 “I sense all the minds in Lythuria all the time. That is different from spying if that is what concerns you,” he replied.
 “I have long since stopped caring what you do or don’t see in my thoughts,” Kellan said tiredly.
Ganindhra gave what Kellan assumed to be a gruff laugh, and the young man reined in his foul mood.
 “You are restless,” Ganindhra said. “That is to be expected from a man of your age. You are finding it harder to carve a place for yourself in this society. Every man must find a niche into which he can fit comfortably, or regret will plague him all his life.”
 “What if my niche is not here?” he asked.
 “How do you know it is not?” Ganindhra replied.
 “I feel drawn to the conflict in the Northlands,” he said, and Ganindhra raised a gnarled eyebrow. “If the Empire falls how can I ever return to a free land, knowing that I took no part in its emancipation? Equally, if the rebellion is crushed, could I live with myself knowing that I did nothing to help?”
 “What are your reasons for wishing to join this struggle?”
 “What I have just said,” Kellan answered, “I feel bound by my pedigree to lend my weight to the fight.”
 “And you would go purely out of altruism?”
 “That is not the only reason.”
 “Revenge?”
 The thought of it quickened the anger in him. “Perhaps. You know my history.”
 “So, you would throw yourself at an Empire to avenge the actions of one man?”
 “One man of the Empire. I see little difference,” Kellan said.
Ganindhra was silent. He leaned back stiffly in his throne, fused as he was from the waist down to the twisted growth. Kellan did not expect the old creature to understand; he was not a man as he was, and could have no real understanding of the workings of the conscience.
 “Revenge can be a fickle mistress,” he finally said. “You will never find peace with Her as long as you attempt to salve your soul with the blood of your debtors. You will find yourself chasing vendetta after vendetta as the path you take is paved with injustices against those you hold dear.”
 “So better to live in fear than to fight back?” Kellan scowled.
 “Oh no, Kellan, fight with all of your strength at all times,” he replied, “but never with the desire for retribution guiding your hand. Never let hatred cloud your judgement, and always,” he leaned forward again, fixing Kellan’s gaze with his emerald eyes, “always in control of your anger. Never allow your rage to command you. Use the Calm you have discovered to look upon your anger as a tool and channel its energy with indifference to its source.”
 “So you think I should go,” Kellan said.
 “I think you should stay, and try to learn more of what is happening in the world below us. Master your own internal struggle first. Speak with Granger, if you have not already. He will advise you as I have I am sure.”
Kellan left, feeling that he had more questions now than before he had spoken to the Lythurian leader, who had not given him any useful advice at all. Perhaps Granger would be less obscure.
 
 “Absolutely not,” Granger said, “that is a ridiculous idea.”
Kellan was speechless for a moment. Granger had always been so measured in his responses to him, but no sooner had Kellan broached the subject, Granger dismissed it as lunacy.
 “I was not seeking your permission,” he glared at Granger, “it is my decision to make. I was merely asking for your opinion.”
 “And my opinion is that you should not be taken in by stories of rebellion,” he replied.
 “What if the trader is right and the people of the Northlands and beyond are rising up to defy the Empire?” Kellan asked. “Could I ever hold my head up, and call myself a Northlander, knowing that I did nothing.”
 “Kellan,” Granger said reasonably, “the Empire is too powerful. It will crush any uprising. I do not want you getting hurt over a struggle you cannot hope to win.
 Kellan glowered. It was as though Granger thought him a child, that he needed someone to hold his hand to keep him from harming himself out of stupidity.
 “It is that attitude that keeps people in chains, Granger,” he said accusingly.
 “And you know so much about war,” he replied mockingly. “Believe me when I tell you, the best place for you is here. War is a terrible thing. More terrible than I can describe. It breaks even the strongest body as though it were a butterfly’s wing. War twists a man’s morality until he finds himself no better than the enemy he hates. It fills the mind with horrors.”
 “My mind,” Kellan shouted, “is already filled with horrors. I cannot sleep a single night without being haunted by them. This could be my chance to dispel them for good.”
 “Or die in the trying, is that it?” Granger raised his voice in return.
Kellan had never seen him angry before, or heard him speak like this. He had always been ready to discuss openly with Kellan, every step in his growing up and every new idea he had. He felt betrayed that the man he had come to think of as his father should deny him his right to liberate his homeland. Could he not see that this was the point at which Kellan chose to be a man, or else quail from his responsibility and remain less than that forever?
 “If I die, at least it will be with pride,” he said evenly, his fists clenched. He felt the rage in the pit of his belly begin to stir, and revelled in it for a moment, before forcing it down.
 “Most die wretchedly on the battlefield, Kellan,” Granger said sadly, holding the boy’s gaze. “Most men cry for their mothers as the life leaks from their shattered bodies. There is little glory in death when it comes violently.”
 “And where is the glory in grovelling here?” Kellan said almost in a whisper.
 “To live is not grovelling, Kellan,” he replied, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It takes courage to face the challenges of life. Facing up to responsibility, and making decisions that you do not like are what makes a man. Fulfilling your obligations to those you love is harder by far than adding to the world’s woes with more brutality.”
 “And if my obligations lie out with this haven?” asked Kellan.
Granger placed his other hand on Kellan’s shoulder and smiled at him. “Take some time to think,” he said. “You belong here. These feelings will pass.”
 
After Kellan left, Granger sat at the worn table and rubbed his greying temples. He was not sure why he had reacted as he had at first to Kellan’s idea. His instinct was to keep the boy safe. His first thought was for Kellan himself, and not the greater disaster that threatened. He thought about the tales of great sacrifice that fathers had made for their sons, stories told in the Great Hall and committed to the written word by Athusilan.
 For the first time he truly understood the bond that existed. This boy was not his own and yet his every fibre screamed out to stop Kellan from being so foolish, to force the boy to forsake honour for reason.
 Children grew up with selfish inevitability, relentlessly filling their guardians’ minds with fond memories and moments of proud tearfulness. Then, they would turn on those that loved them so completely, and with the cruellest of twists, show their parents that they were no longer needed simply by proving themselves to be independent adults.
 Granger realised that he had been dreading the day that Kellan realised he did not need the old man in his life any longer, and the greatest reason was not that Granger feared for the world without his guiding hand steering Kellan’s path.
 The greatest reason was that Granger feared for Kellan himself.
 
 In the evening, in Eloya’s family grove, Kellan lay on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool. He had reached out for Eloya’s mind, and having found it, urged her to join him here.
The water tinkled like glass chimes as it fell over the smooth rocks into the clear water below. In this place of perfect peace, he had thought to find the solution to his inner turmoil.
He desperately wanted to prove himself by joining the fight, but when he thought about it, everyone he trusted thought he was being a fool. He needed to test his own resolve for no-one but himself. This wishing to put himself in harm’s way was a rite of passage he felt he must endure to lay the ghosts of his past to rest, and to allow him to look in the mirror without needing to avoid his own eyes.
Eloya glided through the trees like a spirit. She was wearing a flowing dress of pale purple that left her shoulders bare and revealed the top of the swell of her breasts. Her hair was midnight black in the failing light, and her flawless, jade coloured skin made the foliage about her drab by comparison.
 “Hello, Kellan,” she said softly.
He held out his hand and took hers in it, then gently pulled her down to join him on the mound. She sat with her arms around her knees, staring at the pink clouds on the horizon.
 “You seem tense,” he said softly.
 “You have been distant lately,” she replied.
 “I know,” he said fidgeting with the grass under him. “There is something I need to talk about with you.”
 “Is it about leaving to fight in some rebellion?” she said, surprising him.
 “Has Elan told you then?”
 “He mentioned it.”
 “And did he tell you why?”
 “He said you were a mule-headed fool,” she said.
 “That’s not the reason I gave him,” Kellan replied with a sigh.
 “But that is the reason, isn’t it?” she turned to look at him.
 “You don’t understand,” he began.
 “No? Well why don’t you try to explain it to me,” she said hotly.
 Kellan sagged. He had spent so much energy trying to justify his reasons, and had hoped Eloya would understand.
 “It is my duty to my homeland,” he said eventually.
 “A homeland you showed little interest in until you met with that trader,” she said.
 “Would you not fight for Lythuria?” he asked.
 “I would,” she replied, “and would expect you to fight for Lythuria too. This is your home Kellan, not some far flung land to the south that you have barely seen in ten years. I know that you are not completely happy here, but you need to better yourself, that is what this is really about. You feel demeaned, milking cows for a living.”
 He rolled his eyes. Why did everyone think he could find happiness by simply changing his employment? Why was everyone trying to get him to fulfil his potential, when he alone knew his purpose?
 “Why can no-one see that I am bound to those lands by birth? I need to join the rebellion for my own sake. I have to live the rest of my life with the decision I make now.”
 “Well, that life may not be very long if you try to fight the Empire,” she warned. “Oh, Kellan,” she looked at him lovingly, “why can’t you see that we love you. I love you, and don’t want to see you throw your life away on an impulse.”
 “This is not an impulse,” he said. “I have been thinking a long time about this; even before the trader arrived. Do you remember when Elan and I went to the Northlands, two years ago?” She nodded. “Something happened on that trip. I killed some men.” She gasped, putting her hand to her mouth. “They were Korathean Militiamen, and they had already murdered one woman and were about to kill more innocent people. I had no choice.”
 “Kellan,” she almost cried, “what is happening to you?”
 “I am waking up to what is happening in the world beyond this safe haven,” he replied. “I have too many demons in my mind to sit back and ignore my responsibilities any longer.”
 She looked at him with a horrified expression. He reached for her, and she recoiled.
 “Eloya,” he said pleadingly.
 “No,” she wept, “I don’t know you anymore.”
 “Eloya,” he said with more force.
 “Leave me alone,” she cried as she ran away from him, sobbing, into the trees. He began to rise, to chase after her, then thought better of it and collapsed onto the grass.
 He lay on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool, and his heart cried tears his eyes would not.
 
 His emotions were in turmoil as he lay awake that night. He was utterly convinced that he was justified in his desire to join the struggle in his homeland, and yet everyone he loved had sneered at the very idea. His anger simmered within him, snarling like a beast poised to strike
The hurt cut deeply. To be derided in such a way by those he trusted with his innermost thoughts was almost too much to bear. He felt more alone than any time he could recall in his life, and betrayed by those nearest to him.
He sought the Calm to dull the burning in his heart, and allowed numbness to settle on him. From his dispassionate remove, he saw how insignificant the objections of his friends actually were. His path had been decided, and the protests of others should have no bearing on his actions. He sought their minds among the constellations, and saw the gossamer threads to the Life-force holding them to this world. He saw the dull flicker of vague thoughts within as they slept and dreamed, then turned on his own mind.
 He had never looked at his own mind like this before, finding the odd mental twist required more of a challenge than he had expected. He watched his own memories and thoughts bounce across the infinite facets, wrapped in unfeeling serenity and wondered how to make sense of them.
Then, a strange glimmer caught his eye. Below the layers of his own mind there was another level, a new depth he did not recognise. He pushed deeper to more closely inspect this anomaly. The shock of what he saw sent him reeling from the Calm, throwing the deadening hush from his emotions and flooding him with terror.
 Within his mind had been a writhing entity like black bees boiling over one another in a formless mass, buzzing fiercely, blacker than pitch and utterly lacking in humanity. The alien presence seemed to be feeding off of him, drawing sustenance from his soul, but that was not the most terrifying thing about it. Trailing from the core of it, and dwarfing the gossamer light of Kellan’s own life with its vastness, was the unbreakable strand of an immortal.
He leapt from his bed and ran into the night. He ran all the way to the great tree, lungs burning when he arrived.
 “Ganindhra!” he shouted, as he approached the opening. He expected to be stopped by Lythurian bowmen, but none appeared.
 “Ganindhra!” he shouted again as he entered. His voice echoed within the living cavern.
 “You have seen it,” the creature said simply, from his throne.
 “What is it? What have you done to me?” Kellan almost wept. His fear was like a rope around his guts.
 “I have done nothing,” Ganindhra replied simply.
 “You know what it is,” he accused the gnarled being, as he felt that entity take shape of purpose, directing its attention at Ganindhra.
 “Yes,” he replied, “but I have only sought to give you control over it. No more.”
 “Why didn’t you tell me before?” Kellan almost pleaded, on the edge of tears.
 Ganindhra leant forwards and beckoned to him. “You are young, and in need of guidance.”
 Kellan paced around the creature, but drew no nearer. His fear was slowly being pushed aside by anger; an emotion that was more comfortable to him than he would have liked. “Do you seek to control me too, then?”
 “Kellan, sit,” Ganindhra said, but Kellan continued to circle him.
 “I will not sit, while you twist your words and play games.” He felt the rage swell and flush away the last vestiges of his earlier horror, and take root in the pit of his stomach with a furious buzzing.
 “Embrace the Calm,” Ganindhra urged. “Do not give in to anger. Embrace the Calm and see the facts more clearly.”
 “I will not allow you to plant your seeds in my head any longer,” he hissed in reply.
 “I implore you, Kellan,” he began.
 “No!” Kellan shouted as his rage swelled, its sweetness threatening to overpower him, “No more!”
As he stepped towards Ganindhra, his fists clenched at his sides, the creature recoiled. Perhaps it was the shock of it that shook Kellan from the grip of his anger, but Ganindhra looked genuinely frightened. In all their years of meetings and training, Kellan had only ever known him to be imperturbable and measured in every way. Now as he approached him, seething, the creature quailed, and shrank away from him as though terrified, trying to free himself from the throne, fighting bonds he knew to be unbreakable.
 He feared Kellan.
 Or feared what lay within him.
 He fell back from the panic stricken creature, shock and confusion driving his anger down. He backed away towards the opening, with his eyes fixed on Ganindhra.
 What lies had he endured these past years?
 Who now could he trust?
 Without another word, Kellan fled into the night.
 
 
 




Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 Kiritowa Tui approached the tent of his master. This was not the Emperor he had sworn on the blood of his loved ones to serve, but rather, the one who had beguiled that Emperor. Emperor Hapatu, Most Blessed Ray of the Sun, had given Kiritowa’s new master complete control over the campaign they now pressed on with.
He was not sure that he trusted this man, but the Emperor had been clear with his orders, and Kiritowa’s place was not to doubt the incarnation of the Sun itself. But this outlander had arrived suddenly, and quickly gained the Emperor’s ear with promises of immortality. What need did the Most Blessed Ray of the Sun have for that particular gift; the sun rose every morning, did it not? Though the Emperor’s body may wither, he would be reborn with the sunrise in new flesh that would carry the Most Blessed Ray of the Sun to his rule again.
 Had the Priests not found his soul in the body of a new-born babe every time his old flesh had withered, for over a thousand years now? Immortality! The outlander was a conjurer; no more.
For fifteen years, the outlander had been manipulating his Emperor. This invasion was the culmination of those machinations. Rumour had it that the outlander was searching for someone. Or something.
The tent was a huge affair, bigger than most houses of the noble families of Wakatu, the Seat of the Sun. The guards were expecting him, and opened the large flap at his approach. He immediately lowered his eyes. Looking directly at the Emperor was forbidden, lest the gaze of commoners sully his magnificence, and this man had been afforded the same veneration. Men of lesser rank were required to crawl on hands and knees, but Kiritowa Tui was the most senior general in the Empire. Being allowed to remain on his feet should have been an honour, but even lowering his eyes before this charlatan made him seethe. He was seated on a throne, raised up on a dais, richly carpeted, and surrounded by silk cushions.
 “What news from the advance parties, General?”
 Kiritowa winced at the sound of his master’s voice. It grated like old iron hinges to his ears.
 “The advance continues as expected, Lord Abaddon,” he replied. “If anything, easier. Resistance has been surprisingly light.”
 “A General should not be surprised by events, it shows a lack of intelligence.”
 Kiritowa was sure that Abaddon had chosen the word as an insult, using it in more than just the tactical context.
 “Our intelligence allowed for the absence of the Heavy Infantry, Lord Abaddon. The militia, however, proved to be less obdurate than their Korathean rulers.”
 “Indeed,” Abaddon said, and Kiritowa could hear the smirk through which the word had been spoken.
The General cleared his throat, and continued. “Reports are still coming in with regards to the battle at Hadaiti, but it would seem that the Korathean army has been greatly reduced in numbers. This would suggest…”
 “Yes, Hadaiti,” Abaddon interrupted. “What reports do you have from the battle itself?”
 “The battle?” Kiritowa almost looked up in surprise, but caught himself in time to lock his gaze on the rich carpet at his feet.
 “The battle,” Abaddon replied from his high seat with a patience adults reserved for children or the slow-witted.
 “The Heavy Infantry were beaten back with heavy losses; numbers are…”
 “By a force much smaller than their own.”
 “It would seem…”
 “That your informers are slow, or inept,” Abaddon said with anger in his deep, grating voice. “What stories are being told on the streets of Korathea? What rumours abound in the remains of the Heavy Infantry? Who rose above the rest in battle? Heroes? Villains?” He paused. “Strange occurrences?” The last was spoken slowly, heavy with insinuation.
Not for the first time, Kiritowa felt as though he was working at cross purposes to Abaddon. The man clearly had different ideas about what was tactically important information. Always obsessing with the irrelevant.
What difference did it make who the rumour mills churned out from the battle as hero or villain?
Strange occurrences? This campaign could not be run on the hearsay of illiterate peasants and drunk soldiers.
 “I shall press my informants for more detail as Lord Abaddon wishes.”
Abaddon stepped down from the dais as Kiritowa spoke, and slowly made his way to the back of the tent, black silk robes like liquid in the lamplight. Despite himself, the General chanced a glance at the back of Abaddon. He was tall. Far taller than any Jendayan, and even tall for any race on this continent. Kiritowa would barely reach his sternum, but his limbs were so thin that the General could not help but think him feeble. The man’s hairless head was laced with veins that pulsed and flowed with black ichor. As though expecting it, the man half turned his head so that Kiritowa’s hurriedly downcast eyes must surely have been caught by his peripheral vision.
Abaddon only chuckled. He stopped at a large cage, one of two about chest high on his gangly frame and twice as wide, which was draped in heavy rugs to hide what lurked within. Beside it a large silver urn sat, lidded, on a table. Something moved wetly within the cage, and a soft chittering emanated from behind the shroud as Abaddon gently placed his hand on the top. He ran his hand back and forth, almost sensually, as Kiritowa clenched his jaw with distaste.
 “I have other servants to do my bidding if you should fail me, General.”
Servants? His bidding!
 “That will not be necessary, Lord Abaddon.”
 He prayed to the Sun that it would not.
Those abominations should never have been brought here. Whatever has afflicted Abaddon’s flesh, has clearly affected his mind too. Those creatures have been hunted to near extinction for a reason. To pull them from the dark pits again was madness.
 Kiritowa kept his counsel. The screams of the last man to show open dissent still stalked him in his nightmares.
 “Then go,” Abaddon dismissed him as he lifted the lid from the urn.
The General bowed unnecessarily at Abaddon’s back and turned to leave, catching a glimpse of the raggedly cut meat that was lifted from the silver receptacle. Kiritowa left hurriedly as the excited chittering from the cage grew to fever pitch.
 
The extra horses were warmly received by the Band when Blunt and Valia returned to the encampment outside Ter’Arbis, but the lack of good news was less welcome. Two days earlier, after even more refugees had tried to find sanctuary in the city, Ter’Arbis had finally burst, and driven on by stories of ever approaching Jendayans, a mass exodus had begun. Alano had decided that it would be best for the women and children to leave too.
 His wife, Casilda, had not shed any tears when they parted. He had expected nothing less from his beloved wife. She had suffered so much in her life and known so much heartbreak, that this simple parting could not compare. A weaker person would have broken many times over. But not his Casilda.
 The ‘Remnants’ had all said goodbye to their loved ones, knowing that it was for the best, and remained, to a man, to make a stand beside Alano Clemente. That so many chose to remain under his command was a testament to his leadership.
 Truman weighed the captured sword in his hand. “I have seen such blades before,” he was saying to Valia, “finely balanced and well made.”
 He held it up, sighted down the length of the gently curved edge and grunted approvingly. It was slightly broader than his rapier, with an unadorned pommel below a bound grip long enough for two hands to find purchase, though it was light enough for one.
 “The Jendayan Empire has a reputation for producing fine steel. I doubt that this is any exception. A very interesting weapon, but would require a different technique to the rapier,” he said, sheathing it regretfully.
 “Too old to learn new tricks?” Kellan joked, holding out his hands for the captured sword.
 “My dear boy, I have forgotten more about swordsmanship than you shall ever know,” Truman retorted, puffing out his chest as Kellan drew the sword and weighed it first in one hand, then two.
Kellan smiled patiently at his friend’s bluster, and tried a few forms with the sword. Defensive stances and attacking poses all felt natural enough with the new weapon, though he would be very interested to learn from a master how to use it properly.
 “If you can use it, it’s yours,” Valia said, seeing Kellan’s interest.
 “Really?”
 “I’ve no room for trinkets in my life, and I’d sooner trust my own steel,” she said, placing her hand on the pommel of her longsword. Truman watched her hand as she caressed the pommel absently for a moment, then he shook his head to break his reverie and changed the subject.
 “So it is decided. We are to head north into the Mora Mountains.”
 “Alano knows these foothills and forests like the back of his hand,” Valia said. “We can strike at their flanks and retreat into the hills. Harry them all the way into Dasar.”
 “And hope the Korathean army has pulled itself together by the time the Jendayans reach Moshet?” Olimar said as he approached. “It is a vain hope.”
 “But as our illustrious Historian is wont to remind us,” Truman said with a bow, “‘There is always hope’,”
 Olimar laughed without humour. “We leave in one hour.”
 
Kellan walked with Elan, Granger and Alano, who led his horse on foot into the wooded foothills to the north of Ter’Arbis. They had been travelling for three days now, leaving the chaos of the city behind them. Only Blunt rode his mount, complaining bitterly about his ankles and how they ached when walking on uneven ground. More than once the Band had endured his gripes of how Fate had cursed him with the ankles of an eighty year old woman. He cut an unusual figure, reunited as he was with the garish feathered hat, and drew more than a few whistles from the Mercenaries and ‘Remnants’ alike. Jeers he largely ignored. Since almost the whole of the Band and ‘Remnants’ combined were on foot, it made sense to use the few horses they did have to carry as much of their supplies as possible and lighten the hand carts.
 Alano pointed to the crest of a hill, then to a line of trees in the other direction. “From that crest to the coppice, and from the stream to the goat track. That was to be mine. I did tell you that I always wanted to be a farmer.”
 “What stopped you?” Elan asked.
 “A number of things,” he replied sadly. “Casilda and I met before I had finished my Militia training. She was visiting relatives in Balina when we met, and we both knew immediately that we would be together forever. We kept in touch by letter after she returned home, and I visited her at every opportunity. My friends tried to warn me about Arbis Moran women, but I would not be told. It was a constant worry for her family too; her insistence on waiting for this Bal Moran youth with so many would-be suitors nearer to home.
 “Her father owned a mill to the east that he was to gift to his son, my brother-in-law, whilst he would sell off his other investments to pay for the land for Casilda and I. He was not a rich man, but had worked hard all his days, living frugally himself so that his children could have a better life than he had as a youngster.”
 “You remember him fondly,” Elan said, seeing the look of wetness in Alano’s eye as he spoke of his father-in-law.
 “He was a kind man, despite a harsh childhood. He wanted only the best for Casilda and Vico.”
 “Vico? Your brother-in-law?”
 “Yes. Anyway, we waited. I served five years in the Militia as I had agreed, then left. We were married in the springtime, when the apple blossom hung heavy on the trees, and the ground came to life with flushes of growth birthed from the union of seed and soil.” He clutched at the air before him, imagining the soil in his fingers. “I was twenty three. Casilda is only two weeks younger than I; can you believe that? She looks as beautiful and fresh as the day we met.”
 “What happened?” Kellan asked when Alano slipped into a daydream.
 “Vico had run up certain gambling debts with some of the less savoury members of Ter’Arbis’ society. Instead of going to his father for help, he tried to tough it out. They burned the mill as a warning.
 “Casilda’s father was distraught. All he had worked for, up in smoke. Anyway, he sold his remaining assets to clear Vico’s debt with the money lenders, leaving nothing for the land. His fondest wish had been to see his grandchildren playing freely on that farm. It was not to be. Casilda was with child within weeks of our wedding, but the baby slipped away from her. The midwives told her that she would never bear a child. Could not.
 “The sadness killed her father. I re-joined the Militia in Balina, taking Casilda with me, and here we are, churning up the very soil I was meant to farm.”
 “What of Vico?” Kellan asked, appalled.
 Alano shrugged. “I do not know what became of him, though I hope he found peace with himself wherever he is.”
 “You are a very charitable man,” Granger said, speaking for the first time in miles.
 “You are too charitable,” Kellan muttered angrily, “I would have hunted him, and made him pay for what he did”
 “What did he do but take a wrong turn in life?” Alano replied. “We have all made mistakes. The repercussions are seldom proportional to the error. I have my health, my lovely wife; and your company is not unpleasant.” He smiled. “No, I should say that I am blessed.”
There was a long silence; the gentle thud of booted feet the only sound. It was all so absurd. The silence was only broken when Elan giggled. Then Alano began to laugh too, followed by Kellan. Within moments they were all laughing uncontrollably, attracting bemused looks from the other soldiers.
 “You have a good heart,” Elan managed as his laughter subsided, “but I fear your mind has seen better days.”
Emirico, who had ridden ahead to scout the woods with two others brought his horse back at an easy canter. Alano composed himself as his fellow militiaman approached. He drew up alongside Alano, and dismounted, calling to Blunt as he did so. Valia and Olimar followed the mercenary leader to join the group as the whole cohort drew to a halt.
 “What news?” Blunt asked.
 “There is a contingent of Arbis Moran Militia a half mile ahead, camped in Mallin.”
 “Who commands them?” Alano asked.
 “The Governor himself. Krennet.”
Alano groaned and pinched the point between his eyes as though trying to ward off a brewing headache.
 “You know this, Krennet?” Blunt asked.
 “Sadly, yes. Do you not?”
 “By reputation only. I have never had the pleasure.”
 “I know the name, but I have never encountered the man,” Valia said. “Is he likely to be a problem.”
 “Oh yes.”
 “How so?” Blunt pressed him.
 Alano smiled without humour. “Oh you and he are going to get along wonderfully.”
 Somehow, Blunt did not quite believe him.
 “He is expecting us,” Emerico said.
 “Well then, let us not keep the good governor waiting,” Alano said, then trudged away in the direction Emerico had come from.
 
The Band, and ‘Remnants’ of the Balina Militia followed Emerico onto a narrow road that wound through the plantation of mixed broad leaf trees. It was the height of summer and the thick canopy of green was only broken occasionally by rays of sunlight, and the air was cool and still.
Kellan watched Dimas stagger off the track into the trees to relieve himself. The drunk was muttering under his breath all the while, looking more agitated than usual. Kellan slowed to keep an eye on him.
Dimas was leaning against the tree for a few moments, when Kellan noticed his shoulders judder, and heard a sob escape the man. He was about to go to his aid when one of the ‘Remnants’ went to him and offered him a wineskin. He saw the drunkard take the skin hesitantly, then rub tears from his cheeks before a long knowing look was shared between he and the militiaman.
Dimas squeezed the other man’s shoulder in gratitude, but the militiaman only nodded with a tight lipped smile and held his gaze as he placed his own hand on Dimas’ shoulder. For a moment, they just stood there looking at each other, and then Dimas uncorked the wineskin and took a long drink. The militiaman walked on.
 “What do you suppose that was all about,” Elan said, startling Kellan from his observations.
 “I really have no idea.”
Dimas had re-joined the road, and continued his wayward route along it.
 “I hope he keeps his sword sheathed as long as he is that drunk,” Elan muttered.
 “I doubt he could draw it if he tried,” Kellan replied with a snort.
 
About an hour later, they came upon a small town; Mallin. A collection of fifty or sixty timber buildings made up the bulk of the settlement, with raised board walks either side of the main central street of hard-packed dirt. The current dry spell had the road dry and dusty, and the footfalls of over a hundred men striding into the town threw up a cloud of reddish-brown that stuck to sweat smeared brows.
 The street was lined with concerned looking residents, a mixture of hope and desperation on their faces. Blunt nodded politely, touching the brim of his hat from time to time.
Emerico led them to the large building at the far side of what had clearly been a market square in better times. Blunt dismounted and beat the dust from his clothes as best he could before removing his hat and gently blowing the worst from it. He carefully ran his fingers along the green feathers to tidy them, and then set it on his head again.
 He was accompanied into the building by Alano and Emerico, Olimar and Valia, as well as Granger and Truman. Foley lurked at the door with his brother, Marlon. A large number of men in Militia uniforms similar to the ‘Remnants’ had filtered out into the street and sword hilts were fingered wordlessly.
Blunt found the cool of the building a welcome relief from the heat of the afternoon sun in the street, and was unsurprised to find the Governor relaxing in a large softly furnished chair behind a huge desk. Several militiamen loitered in the cool with the Governor. He was a thin man, and the massive desk only made him look even more diminutive. He was balding but his brown hair grew thick at the sides, accentuating the hair loss. One of his officers was sharing an urgent, whispered conversation with him. He did not rise.
 “…and what is that thing on his head?” Blunt heard Governor Krennet mutter, before making a show of looking him up and down.
 “And you are?” he said imperiously, addressing Alano.
 “Alano Clemente. You have met Emerico Rafel, and this is…”
 “I know who this is,” Krennet interrupted. “Rank?”
 “None,” Alano said smiling.
 “Again.”
 “None.” His grin, if anything became broader.
 “Yet you wear the uniform of Balina. Am I to believe that you stole those uniforms? You clearly consort with bandits after all.”
 Blunt let the comment go.
 “We are the ‘Remnants’ of the Balina militia.” Alano shrugged. “Since our masters have clearly left us to our fates, I harbour no great loyalty to them. I, like the men with me, am free to choose where I go, with whom, and for what purpose.”
Governor Krennet sighed and shook his head. He muttered something to one of the officers that stood beside and slightly behind him. The conversation went on for some time, Krennet clearly making a show of ignoring the newcomers.
 “Governor,” Blunt began, “you will no doubt be aware…”
Without turning his head, Krennet held up an index finger dismissively to silence the newcomer. It took Blunt a heartbeat to cover the space between them. He grabbed the imperious finger and dragged Krennet, yelping, across the desk and onto the floor. Krennet made it easy, throwing his weight in the direction of his attacker to save his finger from damage. Swords cleared their scabbards, Valia and Olimar noticeably more alert than the militiamen in the room. Those nearest their Governor had leapt back in fright when Blunt attacked, aware of his reputation and concerned for their own safety more than Krennet’s.
 Foley and Marlon were through the door too; both the Dasari men had their weapons drawn.
 “Nobody need do anything hasty,” Blunt shouted, a dagger at Krennet’s throat. The Governor whimpered. Blunt’s grip on his finger had reduced him to a puppet, utterly at the whim of the mercenary.
 “Now, I believe I have your full attention,” Blunt continued more quietly.
 “Madman,” Krennet managed. “My men could cut you down at a single word from me.”
 “First,” Blunt replied with a twist that had Krennet drawing in a sharp breath, “You would have to give that order and I do not believe that you are willing to face the consequences.” He twisted the finger painfully for emphasis again. “Second. Even if you did, I don’t rate your men against mine. Now are you willing to pull your head out of your arse and speak with us, or do I have to start removing fingers?”
 Krennet deflated a little as Blunt released the pressure on his finger, and moved the dagger to a safer distance.
 At a nod, his men began to sheath their swords. Valia and her companions did so too, though their hands did not stray far from their hilts.
 “Now,” Blunt said with a wide smile, helping Krennet to his feet and taking in the surroundings, “this is nice, is it not?”
 
Kellan sat in the cool of the smaller of the two inns that Mallin supported, the ‘Pride of Mallin’. There was not much room in the town, already having taken most of the contingent of Ter’Arbis Militia; some one hundred and eighty men, and so the town found itself beside a temporary tented settlement of mercenaries and militiamen.
A few of the soldiers played cards or dice, Arbis Moran and Bal Moran sharing tobacco with each other as well as the mercenaries they now considered their allies. In the days that had passed, the ‘Pride of Mallin’ had become the place to be when evening came. Granger would take on his storytelling role, and entertain the townspeople and soldiers with tales of faraway lands and great heroes. Every story was true, tales from the Great Hall; he only changed the names and places to make them more relevant to his audience. Sometimes, he and Truman would combine their talents, the poet putting music to the tales, with dramatic notes or sombre melodies at the right points to add to the theatrics.
Truman was playing a quiet tune on his lute in one corner of the common room long before Granger was to call on his services. He was surrounded by half a dozen adoring girls, all giggling shyly as he spoke in hushed tones, laughing roguishly at their attentions.
The townspeople clung forlornly to the hope that these soldiers would afford them some immunity from the advancing Jendayan force, putting their faith in this rag-tag assortment of men at arms against the unknown of their new foe. Some, of course, could see the reality of the situation, and had left the town with whatever they could carry. The owner of this inn was one such man, not willing to wait and be burned from his home; he had left with his wife and two sons, never looking back.
 Dimas, of course, saw the unmanned bar as an open invitation. He opened a tap and ale foamed into the tankard he held unsteadily to catch the stream. He sniffed at it, and then took a long swallow. Smacking his lips uncertainly, he made his way to Kellan’s table.
 “Is this beer off?” he said, shoving the tankard under Kellan’s nose, and slopping some of the suds onto the table.
 Kellan snapped out of his reverie. “Never been much of an ale man. I would not know.” He dismissed the drunkard absently.
 Dimas just said, “Hmm.” Then he took another long draught before swaying back to the taps.
It had been two weeks already, and they were all eager for news of the Jendayan advance. The long range scouts were overdue. Blunt had ordered three different groups of three soldiers to travel on foot one, three and five days to the west, then send one of their number back with news whilst the others remained to keep watch. A single horse had been allocated to each group for the messenger to return on. Those at one and three days had sent word of no movement, and had been rotated to provide fresh eyes and ears, but those at five days distant had not returned. Perhaps they had fallen foul of one of the advance Jendayan parties. Two were Krennet’s men; Arbis Moran, and Blunt was therefore more distressed at the loss of the horse, but one was of the Band, Roban Athaniel from Mecia.
 
Valia entered the inn and after glancing about the room, sat at Kellan’s table with a disapproving eye on Truman and his gaggle of admirers. He did not notice her coming in, intent on playing a quiet tune with undoubtedly ribald lyrics that had the girls giggling and squealing.
 “How does he do it?” Kellan chuckled.
 Valia grunted. “Preying on those without the wit to see his motives a mile off?”
Kellan started, and looked hard at Valia. “Are you jealous, Valia?” he teased.
 “Don’t be ridiculous,” she protested. “I have no intention of ending up a notch on the neck of his lute.”
 “Pardon?”
 “One more conquest,” Valia replied. “You men are all the same; that one, worst of all.” She jabbed a finger in Truman’s direction.
 “Is this ale off?” Dimas appeared at Valia’s side and pushed a mug under her nose.
 “Piss off,” she replied, pushing his hand away roughly.
For a moment, Dimas stood considering her words, as though trying to decide if she had answered the question or not. Eventually he sniffed at the contents, shook his head and wandered off to drink alone.
 “We’re not all the same,” Kellan said more seriously, a wistful look crossing his face.
 “Really?” She gave him a doubtful look.
 “Besides, they seem more drawn to him.”
 She glared across the room to where Truman entertained the young ladies, oblivious to her angry stare. “I don’t see him chasing them away,” she said stiffly.
 “Perhaps they are music lovers,” Kellan said reasonably, brightening and starting to enjoy himself again.
 She rolled her eyes at that. Anyway, what did it matter to her if those wide eyed nymphs were tumbled by Truman’s charm? She hated herself for being angry at them.
Girls could be so stupid. Stupid, stupid Lushara.
 She felt for the pouch at her waist, the one that held the sketch of her resting on a beach, and hated herself even more for reaching for it.
 “Any word on Roban?” she said, hurriedly changing the subject.
 “Not that I have heard.”
 “This waiting is insane,” she said, “We should be getting ensconced in those hills.”
 “What about the people of Mallin?”
 “They should be going east with the rest of the refugees. We cannot protect them here.”
 Kellan was silent.
 “Anyway, Blunt will be here soon,” she said. “He has called a meeting to decide what our next move should be.”
 “Glad I got a seat early then.” Even as Kellan spoke a few soldiers drifted in.
 Elan slipped past Dimas as the drunk offered the newly filled tankard up for inspection.
 “Is this ale off?” But Elan was away before the drunkard finished speaking, and Dimas staggered towards some of the other newcomers.
Elan’s green skin still drew stares from the militiamen and townsfolk alike, but he had grown used to the looks he got. Perhaps if his people had been less insular, they would not have become the near-mythical beings they had.
 Kellan pulled a stool out from beneath the table for his friend, who nodded his thanks.
 
The inn was packed to the door and beyond, into the street where the mixed group of mercenaries and militiamen, too late to gain entry, strained to hear what was being said. Granger watched from a cramped corner of the room, where he stood on a stool to get a better view. Blunt stood on the bar-top addressing the gathered troops, his bright hat laid carefully at his feet. Governor Krennet and Alano Clemente sat on stools in front of the bar, the Governor with a sour look on his face.
 “Quiet down you bloody rabble!” Blunt shouted, arms raised to calm the babble of the crowd. Dimas was the last to fall silent. A slurred, “Does this smell off?” was heard over the sudden silence before he too went quiet, self-consciously staring into his mug.
 “Right,” Blunt continued, “now that you have stopped blathering like washerwomen, I can say my piece. There has still been no word from the long distance scouts we sent two weeks ago, but we know that the Jendayan army cannot be any nearer than three days on horseback; significantly longer on foot. Nevertheless we have decided to evacuate the town of Mallin and make for the shelter of the Mora Mountains to the north, from where we can hit the enemy in fast raids, cut their supply routes and perhaps slow them down to give the Heavy Infantry a chance to pull its thumb out of its arse.”
That drew a chuckle from many of the men there. Kellan wondered how many knew just how much Blunt was responsible for the Korathean Empire’s current impotence.
 “Civilians will be advised to leave and head east. I would encourage you all to stay and head north into the Mora Mountains. Any militiamen wishing to leave with the civilians should do so, but your commanders assure me that those of you that stayed up to this point will want to fight, and so I do not expect to see many of you go.” There was a muttered agreement, and heads nodded stoically. “If you were expecting a rousing speech calling you to deeds heroic, think again. There are fewer than three hundred of us against tens, even hundreds of thousands of them, so we cannot take them on directly. We will sneak, and snipe, and attack where they are weakest. Not the deeds of heroes. We will run from fights we cannot be sure of winning, and avoid confrontation that is not on our terms. Those that fall will be left for the crows.
 “Above all, you will do as you are bloody well told or you will find that my boot and your bollocks will become intimately acquainted in short order. We leave in two hours. Dismissed.” The babble started up excitedly before Blunt silenced them again. “One other thing. I need three volunteers to find out what happened to the last three scouts we sent out.”
 This time he was met with silence.
 Kellan raised a hand. “I’ll do it. The boredom is killing me.”
 “Count me in,” Foley shouted from across the crowded room.
 Elan groaned. “I guess I’m in too. Someone’s got to look after you.”
 There was a collective sigh of relief from the room and the militiamen and mercenaries filed out slowly. Dimas was behind the bar filling his mug again. Governor Krennet took up a cup and ambled round behind the bar polishing the tumbler on his shirt. He shooed the drunken man away to get to the tap himself.
 “Your man does not know his limit, Clemente,” the Governor said in disgust. “He ought to take more pride in his uniform. Fate, man, do something about his drinking.”
 “He is not my man,” Alano replied simply, as Krennet took a mouthful of ale. He gagged, and spluttered, spraying the brown liquid from his mouth, then dry retched painfully. “And do not drink the ale, Governor. I’m afraid it is off.”
 
Kellan returned to the ‘Pride of Mallin’ with his equipment packed. He carried the Jendayan sword at his hip. A few soldiers lazed in the quiet interior, or played cards with others; the chink and clatter of coins tossed onto the table was the only sound.
Truman was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he was entertaining one of those young ladies from earlier in a more intimate setting. The man really did have an enviable gift with women.
Kellan took the opportunity to check over his arrows. Each one was made by his own hand, crafted in the way of the Lythurian fletcher. He checked each point with a gentle pressure from his thumb, and sighted down the fluted shaft, ensuring perfect straightness. He gently smoothed the flights between thumb and forefinger and checked the twine binding the parts together.
He needn’t have bothered; each was in perfect order, but he found the act relaxed him, and focused his mind.
Granger entered and looked pleased to have got Kellan alone. Kellan had hoped to avoid his guardian after volunteering for the scouting task. The fussing and worrying drove him to distraction. He was not a child anymore. Granger sat opposite him and nodded. He lifted one of the arrows from the table and appraised it with his own inexpert eye.
 “All ready to go?” he asked.
 “Yes. Yes I will be. And no I won’t,” he said.
 Granger raised a questioning eyebrow.
 “Just answering your next two questions. Yes I will be careful, and no I won’t do anything reckless.”
 Granger sighed. “You know why I worry. Don’t you?”
Kellan held his hands up. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You didn’t deserve that. But I will be careful. I promise.”
Granger had given up so much for him, he knew, though would never fully understand how much. He had abandoned his immortality to save Kellan as a child, and that was something Kellan could never get a handle on. He knew that it was also something that he could never repay. How do you give a man back eternity?
 Granger accepted the apology with a tight smile. “I am more worried than usual I’m afraid.”
 “You think it is Abaddon.”
 “This invasion is no coincidence. I am sure that he is here, seeking you.”
 “Seeking the Daemon, you mean.”
 “You are inextricably linked,” Granger said sadly. “I wish that it were not so.”
 “I will have to face him eventually,” Kellan said, a hint of frustration leaking into his voice.
 “But it is not a battle you can win. You, are expendable. He will harm you to get at the Daemon, and if he cannot stir you to anger then he can simply kill you and let it take another. Kellan.” He leaned across the table and grasped Kellan’s wrists. “No good can come of this.”
 “I am only scouting,” Kellan laughed, trying to make light of the task and reassure Granger.
 “You are heading straight towards him, when you should be running the other way.”
 “We have had this discussion,” Kellan said firmly, “I will not run any longer.”
 “But you cannot win,” Granger said in exasperation.
 “Then I…” He was cut off by Foley entering the room, with Elan close behind.
 “Message from Blunt,” Foley announced, “and I quote, ‘I’m giving each of you buggers a horse, but if you come back without it, you had better bloody be dead.’”
 “Charming,” Kellan replied. “A horse each will have us make good time though.”
 “Well, he is keen for news so that we can get out of Mallin as soon as possible; especially now.”
 “What do you mean?” Kellan asked.
 “Have you had your head in a bucket?” Foley replied. “One of Krennet’s men raped the farrier’s daughter; the whole town is about to lynch the offender.”
 “Fate,” Kellan gasped, “What is Krennet doing about it?”
 “Nothing,” Elan said, “Says his man swears the girl consented.”
 “Will there be a trial?”
 “Not likely,” Foley replied. “As Governor, Krennet has the final say, and he is not in any way sympathetic to the farrier’s grievance.”
 “But, rape? What is Blunt doing about it?”
 “Blunt cannot risk a confrontation with Krennet over it. We cannot afford to lose the Arbis Moran militia over this, so he his holding his tongue, and keeping his fists in his pockets,” Foley said. “He’s not happy about it though. In his opinion a man should never force himself on a woman; he should pay for it like everybody else. ‘There’s a bloody principle at stake’.”
 Kellan almost laughed at that. Typical Blunt; just when you thought you saw a glimmer of decency in the man; he could counter it with piece of boorish poor taste.
Kellan gathered his things from the table and made his way outside with his companions. A group of the townspeople had gathered at the door of Krennet’s offices across the square. Krennet himself was standing on the wooden step at the door, addressing the crowd. He was flanked by several nervous looking militiamen. A large man, no doubt the farrier in question, was being barely restrained by his friends as he growled his demands at the governor. The farrier was gesturing towards another group of Arbis Moran militiamen, at the centre of which was obviously the accused, smugly safe behind his armed colleagues.
Kellan focused on him. The man was picking at his nails with a narrow knife, glancing up occasionally to look at the townspeople with open disdain. He carried a narrow scar on one cheek that pulled his mouth into an evil grin, which he did not try to disguise. Looking at the man, Kellan knew him to be guilty. His complete lack of contrition or remonstration marked him as culpable. An innocent man would challenge the accusation, protest his virtue, or at least be offended by the allegation. This man deigned to do none of this, smirking from his place of safety, just as those militia had smirked at one another at Goat’s Pass so long ago. The ripped blouse, the men, untouchable in their arrogance of strength and control, taking their pleasure by force.
 Kellan felt his anger bubble in his belly, the fierce buzzing within his mind attempting to sweep away his reason, but he caught it in time. He allowed the Calm to settle on him, feeding the rage, but trapping it within to be channelled as and where he saw fit.
 But not now.
 This smirker would have to wait.
 
 
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
 
Beginnings…
 
The Northlands were Kellan’s home, but there was little appetite for rebellion where he had asked. Innkeepers’ faces went blank when he whispered queries over bar counters, traders turned away when he questioned them, and commoners shut their doors in his face.
 It appeared that there was still too much fear in the Northlands to openly discuss dissent among the people and so he fled into Dasar. He crossed the White River and travelled as far south as he had ever been, then continued.
 His mind wandered from the purpose he had set out on, and he found himself moving from place to place, always finding new wonders to divert him. A sense of the size of the world began to settle on him and with it the understanding that he knew so little about it.
Life, it seemed, went on in the occupied territories. Many of the more objective citizens cared little for who ruled them. Having their rulers usurped and replaced with others, had little or no impact on their lives. Did it really matter who collected their taxes? However, there was an undercurrent of resentment in many people, if one looked for it. It was apparent that a great many common folk would sooner be ruled by a despot of their own, than a benevolent dictator from outside their borders. Not that the Korathean Empire was in any way benevolent, it was not, and time had not washed away the deep seated feelings of injustice felt by the Dasari people. People talked about rebellion here, albeit in hushed voices, and only ever to acknowledge the existence of such forces, never justifying them.
 Kellan reached Moshet, the main city in Dasar, on a wet evening. The late summer rains were relentless and Kellan was only too eager to find a warm dry bed for the night. He had little in the way of money, but had found work here and there on his journey, labouring on farmland and doing odd jobs for landowners and small businesses.
Moshet was the biggest city that Kellan had ever seen. Looking at it from a distance, he wondered if he would need to walk for an hour or more to cross it. It was simpler, and more welcome a thought to find a place within its walls to rest for the night. He had noticed in the weeks that brought him here that people became less friendly, less welcoming, towards strangers the bigger the settlement became. In the small villages, every person he happened to pass would nod a greeting or enquire about his business or health. Here, people watched the path ahead, and did not exchange pleasantries with those about them. It would be impractical to do so; such was the number of people here. It seemed strange to Kellan that the more people were crowded together, the less they were willing to acknowledge it; their interaction became a thing of unwelcome necessity and their gaze turned ever inward.
The inn he walked into, ‘The Old Keg’, was lively with music and conversation. No-one paid him any heed when he entered; a few glances perhaps taking in his striking birthmark, but these were city folk and they had seen it all before. He rented a room, and settled down to a tankard of ale and a meal of roast chicken and potatoes.
He enjoyed the fiddler’s jaunty tunes, and clapped along with the rest of the customers, even though he could not join in with the songs they clearly knew well. Tankards were banged on tables during the more lively tunes and bawdy lyrics were met with roars of laughter.
The two serving maids wove through the drinkers, slapping away hands with practised ease whilst delivering drinks to tables. They teased the revellers with a flick of a skirt or sway of hip, and then eluded their advances. The men in the inn joined in the game, never crossing the unspoken line between fun and assault. The maid with the fuller figure of the two, which she accentuated with her low cut top, delivered another tankard of ale to Kellan, leaning over far more than necessary to display her ample cleavage, and holding the pose for a moment longer than was needed to collect the coins.
 Kellan almost managed to keep his eyes fixed on her face, but she smiled and sashayed away as soon as his glance flashed to her bosom.
 “Such cruel tantalisation,” someone said, sitting down beside him on the polished bench. “You are not from Moshet.”
 “How can you tell?” Kellan said as the man made himself comfortable.
 “Because you at least tried to look her in the eye,” he replied, taking a sip from his tarnished metal wine cup, and then smoothing his moustache with a thumb and forefinger. “Believe me, that one would devour you.”
Despite sitting on a wooden bench in a rowdy tavern, the man managed to appear somehow regal, and above the pettiness of the revellers around him. His dress was smart, but not ostentatious. He wore a bright red jacket over a ruffled white shirt, and green trousers with gold brocade.
 He was of average height and slender build, with sandy coloured hair and blue-grey eyes. Kellan put his age at around thirty years.
 “I was raised to behave like a gentleman,” Kellan said over the music.
 “A rare breed in these times,” the man said. “My name is Truman.”
 “Kellan,” he replied, and they raised their drinks in salute.
 They listened to the music for a few moments.
 “What brings you to Moshet?” Truman asked.
 “I am just travelling,” he replied. The man eyed him for a while, then shrugged and returned his attention to the fiddler, now standing on a table.
 “What about you,” Kellan said, feeling guilty at ending the conversation so curtly. “Are you from Moshet yourself?”
 “Oh dear, no,” he laughed as though the very idea was preposterous and ran his thumb and forefinger over his moustaches again, smoothing them over his top lip. “I hail from Mecia, my friend. The home of enlightened thinking. Crucible of the arts and wellspring of scientific ideas.”
Kellan nodded, none the wiser, but pleased to have left the final answer to Truman. He assumed their conversation to be over, a brief exchange of pleasantries between travellers. Then he felt another pang of guilt; he had only been in this city for a day and already their ways were rubbing off on him.
 “So, what brings you to Moshet?” he asked.
 “I am a poet,” he replied, “although I will play the lute for the entertainment of the rabble.” He motioned to those in the room around them. “The rabble pays. Poetry does not.”
 “Do the rabble not enjoy your poetry?” Kellan asked.
 “I have found a few discerning crowds willing to give me their ear, but not enough to keep my belly full and a soft bed beneath me,” he replied. “Besides which, I rather like the rabble.” He smiled and took another sip of wine.
 “You are well travelled then?” said Kellan.
 “I have plied my trade from Eritania to Dashiya, my friend,” he replied, “though I find this city to be the most engaging.”
 “So you will have a good sense of the mood across the Empire,” Kellan said eagerly.
 Truman looked hard at him, trying to gauge the thrust of that statement.
 “Mood?” he said.
 Kellan waved his hand dismissively.
 “I have heard stories, that is all,” Kellan said.
 “Stories?”
 “I met a trader who may have mentioned a certain,” he searched for the word, “discord, in the Empire.”
 Truman leant in close. “Your trader friend should keep a tight hold on his words. Speaking of such things in the wrong company is likely to put him in a cell or worse.”
 “But it is an open secret that rebellion thrives in the Empire.”
 Truman turned away, returning his attention to his wine. “I would say that ‘thrive’ is too strong a word. ‘Exists’ is probably more accurate.”
 “Here in Moshet?” he asked, trying to keep a lid on his excitement, but hearing a hint of it in his own voice.
 “You seem eager to find trouble on your travels, friend,” Truman said seriously. “You would do well to soak up the culture here, and then move on.”
Kellan was about to reply, when the door burst open, and four enormous men entered. They were dressed in the same clothing; black trousers and jackets with blue-green trim and pale linen shirts. Kellan gaped at them for a moment as the music stopped and a hush fell upon the room.
He had never seen such huge men before. The shortest of them was easily three hands taller than him, and thickset with heavily muscled arms and shoulders.
 “I did not tell you to stop playing,” one barked at the fiddle player. “Ale at this table.”
The drinkers at the table he pointed to rose quickly and vacated their chairs as the huge men forced their way in. The music started up again, but this time without the clapping and singing that had accompanied it earlier.
 “Who are they?” Kellan whispered.
 “Heavy Infantry,” Truman replied quietly.
 He had heard about the Heavy Infantry, but never seen them in the flesh. The Militiamen that policed the towns and villages tended to be made up of soldiers from the occupied provinces with Korathean lesser nobles commanding.
 But these were the legendary Heavy Infantry. Their size and strength had been unstoppable on the battlefield as they swept across the continent, claiming all for Kor’Habat.
The serving maid that had waited on Kellan earlier carried a tray to the table. She had no sooner set it down than one of them grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap. She squealed, and kicked her legs but could not escape his grip.
 “You are a fine young thing,” he laughed lasciviously, running one of his massive hands roughly over her breasts. She fought back but this only encouraged them, and they laughed at her struggles.
 “Now gentlemen,” said the ashen faced innkeeper, “that is no way to treat a lady.”
 The soldier held onto her for a moment longer, holding the innkeeper’s gaze as he ran his hand up the girl’s leg and under her skirts to the top of her thigh. Then he let her go. She ran weeping from the soldiers to take refuge behind the innkeeper.
 The soldiers downed their tankards and banged on the table for more.
 This time, the innkeeper himself carried the drinks to them. Several customers left quietly as the fiddler continued to play nervously, and the soldiers laughed at the cringing serving maids.
 “Take them back,” the soldier said, “and let the girl bring them. I should like her to sit with me.”
 The innkeeper hesitated and exchanged a look with the wide-eyed girl, who was shaking her head vigorously. He returned to the bar, and exchanged a few whispered words with her. His tone became more urgent as she shook her head repeatedly, but she eventually steeled herself and took up the tray. All eyes were on her as she walked across the common-room.
 She maintained her serene façade until she had put down the tray, when the soldier dragged her over his knee, and held her there, kicking, with a great hand on her buttock.
 “Can they do this?” Kellan whispered.
 “Who is going to stop them?” Truman replied.
 “Are they above the law? Where are the militiamen?”
 “The militiamen are never going to challenge the Heavy Infantry,” he replied. “Their commanding officer could be informed, and they may or may not be punished, but as for the here and now, our best hope is that they tire of this and move on.”
 “You girl,” shouted one of the other soldiers to the other terrified maid, a girl of no more than fifteen, “I would like some company too.” He had a vicious scar that ran across his nose that pulled the flesh across his face.
 She shook her head, and hid herself behind the innkeeper. The soldier rose and swaggered towards the bar, cuffing the fiddler heavily across the ear to silence him.
 “I said, I want some company,” he repeated, with a menacing grin.
 “Someone should do something,” Kellan whispered.
 Truman gave him a long look, and then said, “Wait here.” He rose and left the inn quietly. As the soldier reached the bar he snatched a tankard from a customer, who backed off, then downed its contents.
 “Come along, sweet cheeks,” he said with an evil grin.
 “Please, we want no trouble here,” the innkeeper pleaded.
 “Who’s looking for trouble?” The soldier cast about innocently. “I am only looking for a little company while I enjoy your fine ale.”
 “Your friends should be company enough,” he replied, sounding braver.
 The scarred soldier leant on the bar. “Well, that is the thing, you see,” he said, “my friends are an ill-mannered bunch with no taste for the finer art of conversation. I would merely like to speak with the girl.”
 “She doesn’t wish to join you at your table,” said one of the more daring customers.
 The soldier turned and glared at those in the room, clenching his fists into great hams of meat.
 “Who said that?” he hissed, the scar twisting his features. There was no answer from the room. “Which of you is the hero?”
Without waiting for a response, he punched the nearest man in the face, knocking him to the ground where he lay unmoving, with a bloody nose.
Just then, there was an almighty noise from outside, like a thunderclap, and light flooded in through the windows. The soldiers abandoned their sport, and rushed outside into the street. Another blinding flash was followed almost immediately by an ear splitting bang. The street was rapidly filling with nervous spectators as the inns and houses emptied their occupants into the street.
A searing ball of light shot skyward from the middle of the street with a shriek before exploding into dozens of lesser flares that burned themselves out as they fell.
Kellan had never seen anything like it, and from the expressions on the faces around him, neither had the other people that stood gaping at the spectacle.
 Truman appeared at his side, as a series of flashes and bangs filled the street with dancing sparks of every colour.
 “That should provide enough of a diversion to allow the ladies to make themselves scarce,” he said.
 “Was that your doing?” Kellan asked, amazed.
 “Indeed it was,” he replied with a wink.
 “I have never seen the like.”
 “Come,” he said, “we should find a quieter establishment to talk.”
 “But I am staying at ‘The Old Keg’,” he replied as Truman led him away by the elbow.
 “As am I. We can return there in a little while. Once things have settled down.”
 
 “A little something I bought recently, whilst visiting the Eastern Kingdoms,” Truman explained, when they had settled into a small tavern a few streets away.
 “What was it?” Kellan asked.
 “Something they call an ‘Illumination’,” he said with a gesture, opening both hands in front of his face.
 “How does it work?”
 “I’m not too sure,” Truman replied, “but they did not come cheap.” He paused in thought. “But then, neither does a lady’s virtue.”
 “Well it did the trick, that’s for certain. I have never seen so many people move so quickly,” he laughed. They raised their cups, and then drank their wine.
 “The Eastern Kingdoms?” Kellan asked. “What were you doing there?”
 “I had some business to discuss,” he replied cryptically, “obtaining services that can only be found in the East.”
 “Like your ‘Illuminations’,” Kellan said.
 “Exactly.” Truman smiled. “Now if you will excuse me, I have a lady friend to meet.”
 “More business?”
 “Purely pleasure, I assure you,” he replied, smoothing his moustaches with a thumb and forefinger.
 
That night Kellan did not sleep well. He had waited an hour at least before returning to ‘The Old Keg’ to find it almost empty. Thankfully the soldiers had not returned, but the serving maids had left by the back door to be safe, and taken the rest of the night off.
It angered Kellan that men should force themselves on women as the soldiers had done. There was an image in his mind that refused to abate. That of Tessar Bidean, being thrown to the ground in his childhood home of Goat’s Pass, with her blouse torn and skirts ruffled. The soldier; tightening his belt even as he followed her from the house, and his mother, kneeling in the dust holding a tattered blouse over her own breasts.
He knew that she had been raped. Knew that, had he been a few minutes earlier, it would have been his mother he saw being thrown, weeping from the house after her own ordeal, and not Tessar Bidean. The sickening knowledge had always been there, but he had managed to suppress it even as it developed with his own maturity.
He tried not to see her in his mind’s eye, struggling against that most intimate of violations. The fear and humiliation she must have felt in her last minutes of life was almost too much for Kellan to contemplate.
 Why did men allow other men to get away with such crimes?
 Were they not themselves sons of mothers?
Worse still was the impotence of his growing anger. He sought the Calm when he felt it surging within like something alive, and dispelled the choking emotions that chased sleep from him. But with the Calm came the clear truth of the events at Goat’s Pass and he knew that when emotion returned it would be with greater ferocity.
He would have cried if only the tears would come. Instead he harboured a special portion of rage that he allowed to simmer in the back of his mind. Set aside for the day that he would avenge his mother’s violation and death.
 When he slept, his dreams were filled with images of carnal violence.
 
The following morning, he left the inn with Truman. The poet told him that he was going to give a reading at a gallery at the palace library. Some of the more refined nobles met there every few months to indulge themselves in the arts.
 Truman carried a slender sword at his hip.
 “You carry a sword?” Kellan said as they left the inn. “I did not realise that poetry was a dangerous pastime.
 “Critics can be quite ferocious in their assessment of my work from time to time,” he replied, “and I find it useful to allow them to believe that I can retaliate with more than simply a sharp tongue.”
 “Are you skilled with it?”
 “I can hold my own,” he replied, smoothing his moustaches.
 “I mean, can you teach me?” Kellan said.
 “You wish to learn the art of fencing?”
Kellan had never heard it called that before. “I would like to learn swordsmanship. I carry this bow, and am a decent archer but would welcome the chance to learn another form of combat.”
 Truman looked him up and down, gauging his strength. He nodded, and ushered him to a quiet little garden; one of many small parks within the city.
 “This is a rapier,” he said drawing the slender blade with a flourish and offering it to Kellan. “It is not the crude bludgeon used by those too crass to master its techniques.”
 Kellan weighed the weapon in his hand, and made a couple of sweeps through the air with it.
 “You, like I, are not a powerful man,” Truman continued. “However, speed and agility will undo your more powerful opponent if he wields a heavier blade.”
 “Will you teach me?” Kellan asked eagerly. The blade felt good in his hands; the weight and balance of it; the keenness of the edge.
 “I will share my knowledge with you as long as our paths are united,” he replied.
 “When can we start?”
 Truman shrugged. “We have a little time. Why not now?”
Truman spent the next hour teaching Kellan the basic stances and defensive positions, the importance of footwork and balance, and how to turn defence into attack. Truman used the scabbard to run through various moves as they slowly sparred. Kellan caught on quickly; he was keen to learn, and it was with reluctance that he agreed to end the first lesson.
 As they gathered their possessions to continue on towards the palace, Truman took proper notice of the bow for the first time.
 “Lythurian,” he said. Kellan only nodded. “If there is one thing I know about Lythuria, it is that their bows are custom made to suit the bowman. Is this bow made for you?”
 “It is,” Kellan replied.
 “Then it is a very valuable weapon. The artisan must surely have charged a great deal for it,” Truman said with a sly look.
 “It cost a great deal, yes,” he replied.
 Truman grunted, knowing when a conversation was heading down a dead end alley, and slapped Kellan on the shoulder.
 “This way,” he said with a flourish of his hand. “A new education awaits.”
 
 
 




Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 Kiritowa Tui ran his hand over the top of his head with its closely cropped hair as he paused outside Lord Abaddon’s tent. His mouth was dry, and try as he might, he could not dispel the tension in his gut. It had been a little over a day since the prisoners had been taken to his tent; two scouts from the east, captured by one of their own advance parties. A third had been killed when the two groups had met in a deep sided gully to the north-east.
Kiritowa had never been compelled to feel pity for an enemy; ‘Pity not the man yoked by evil delusion, better to sever his bonds with death,’ but the sounds that had come from behind that canvas had made him doubt that tenet.
And now this summons.
He was not sure what to expect. Was Lord Abaddon calling him to a similar fate to those wretches, or had the information gleaned from their torture been sufficient to spur him to action?
Night had fallen, and the red glow from the braziers leaked from the tent flaps like blood from a wound. He dispelled that thought as the flaps were thrown open for him by the guards on duty, and he entered with eyes downcast.
 He could tell immediately that Lord Abaddon was not in his seat, without lifting his gaze. Movement further in alerted him to his position beside the covered cages.
 “Come closer, General,” Abaddon rasped, “and view my handiwork.”
Kiritowa approached, unsure which unsettled him more; proximity to the gangly man himself or the creatures that moved slickly beneath the heavy rugs in those cages. He obeyed anyway, wordlessly approaching as instructed.
 “See.” Abaddon lifted a pale hand to gesture at a dark recess of the tent. In the dim light, Kiritowa saw the black veined hand that indicated where he was to look, and he hesitantly raised his eyes.
 He felt the blood drain from his face, and forced down the rising bile that threatened to erupt from his throat. Tied spread-eagle across two wooden frames hung the remains of the two enemy scouts. Both had been flayed; their torsos were devoid of skin save for a few ragged strips. Skin hung in bloody tatters as far as their elbows and knees, their limbs having been methodically peeled back strip by strip.
 “My Lord,” Kiritowa began, but did not know what to say any more than that; besides, he did not trust his mouth to open without having his stomach empty itself in Abaddon’s tent.
Long ribbons of flesh hung on a rail beside a small table holding a collection of gore covered knives and hooks of vicious design. To his horror, one of the figures quivered.
 “My Lord,” he forced himself to say, “this one lives.”
 “Indeed, but his mind is gone. I shall gather no new information from him.” Abaddon sounded almost annoyed at the poor man’s breaking. “However, I believe that one in particular held information enough for my needs.”
His needs? What of the needs of the Emperor, Most Blessed Ray of the Sun ,and the Empire itself?
 “Were you aware, General,” Abaddon continued, “of a force camped to the north of Ter’Arbis, in a town called Mallin? A force of some three hundred men who aim to harry your flanks and disrupt your supply lines.”
 “I was not, Lord Abaddon,” he replied, “but pockets of resistance are to be expected. With this knowledge I can send a detachment of…”
 “You will do no such thing.”
 Kiritowa swallowed hard as his mind raced, eyes fixed on the floor, unwilling to look at the scouts lest that one should move again.
 “I shall deal with them.”
 “Lord Abaddon, should I not…”
 “There is one among them who has proven himself to be invincible on the battlefield.” Abaddon walked slowly to the nearest cage, via the strips of flesh on the wooden rail. He chose one and lifted it delicately. “One with distinctive facial marks.” He dangled it teasingly over a gap between two of the heavy rugs that concealed the creature held behind the thick bars. An eager chittering emanated from within. “He moves with fluid ease between his enemies.” The ribbon of flesh jerked as he lowered it into the dark pen, but he tugged it gently out again causing the beast to rattle against the bars in a frenzy. “And knows no fear in the face of greater numbers.” At last he allowed the strip of skin to be pulled from his fingers and a sickening squelching came from the cage. “I will use the Shar to deal with that one.”
 The thought of those things being released was enough for Kiritowa to risk dissent.
 “Three hundred men is no great force, Lord Abaddon,” he said, “and this great warrior they speak of, will be a shadow of what they describe. Please, allow me to deal with them with a detachment of my finest. They will not fail.” Anything but the Shar.
 “And what of the one they say cannot be beaten?”
 “Soldiers exaggerate, Lord Abaddon. Their stories grow in the telling, and half-truths become lies.”
 Abaddon was silent for what seemed an eternity, although only a few heartbeats must have passed.
 “Look at me,” he said at last.
 Kiritowa quailed. “Lord Abaddon, it is forbidden.”
 “Is it not also forbidden to disobey, General?” Abaddon stepped closer, so that a single pace separated them.
Kiritowa swallowed hard again, although his throat stuck shut from lack of spit. He hesitantly lifted his gaze upward to meet the face so far above his own. The eyes that stared down at him were not like the eyes of any man he had ever seen. Framed by pale flesh that pulsated with veins and capillaries of black beneath parchment-thin skin, the eyes were milky white. He had never seen eyes so completely devoid of colour or character, save for a single, small black pupil that bored into his very soul. He felt his guts shrivel, and his knees weaken under that unnatural gaze.
 “Now tell me, General,” Abaddon’s voice grated menacingly, “would you lie to these eyes?”
 
They had only travelled for two days when they saw the first signs of a Jendayan advance. Shortly before they reached the River Mora, and the border with Bal Mora, they saw a large detachment of Jendayan soldiers, perhaps two hundred on foot with a further thirty mounted men. All wore the deep red leather armour described by Blunt and Valia.
The three men had tethered their horses in a thick coppice, and lay, hidden in the undergrowth at the thicket’s edge, watching the small group march casually along a well beaten track. At their rear, several carts hauled supplies covered in canvas sheets and tied down with thin rope.
 “Advance guard,” Foley murmured. “No doubt they will set up camp and establish a safe perimeter for a larger force to follow.”
 “Should one of us return to Mallin with word?” Elan asked quietly.
Foley shook his head. “We should scout further south to the coast first, to see if there is any sign of a sea-borne advance too. Nothing we can do about either, but it would be nice to know. We also need to know where these settle.”
 “But surely if they advance by sea, they will be in Kor’Habat in a matter of weeks,” Elan said in horror. “What good can we possibly do here?”
 “Not all the way to Kor’Habat,” Foley corrected. “The reefs to the south of the Korathean capital have it sealed off from direct sea-borne assault. The Jendayans would have to capture the Temple Canal first at Ara Dasari, and secure the area around the canal itself. It is a big enough canal to sail an armada through, but no large task to block it either. That canal is the only way into Korathea from the west, unless they march an army through the Lesser Cascus Mountains to the north of the canal, which are too easily defended. No, they will still have to rely on a land based advance to take Kor’Habat, and the Heavy Infantry will not give that ground cheaply.”
 “What’s left of them,” Kellan muttered half to himself.
 “Yes, perhaps we should have gone easier on them,” Foley said with a grimace.
 Kellan only shook his head slowly in response.
 “So why are we watching for a sea-borne advance if we know it cannot work?” Elan asked.
 “They may choose to re-supply by ship. Soldiers can march far quicker than their support. Cooks, farriers, washerwomen, weapon smiths and the sheer bulk of food and material to be shifted, takes a great deal longer by land. They can shift some of that burden to the ships if they choose, but that will make them vulnerable when at anchor.”
 “I never considered you a great tactician, Foley,” Elan said with a mocking smile.
 “Actually,” he replied, “Valia explained it all to me before we left. Made sure we looked for the right things.”
 
They waited for the group to pass, then after an hour, made their way stealthily south to the coast. They did not see another person all that day, but the horizon was ragged with sails. They were too far out for an accurate count, but they all agreed that they numbered in the dozens. No doubt they would maintain a safe distance from the shore until the land forces had completed their occupation of Ter’Arbis and the surrounding area. Then they would glide effortlessly east, shadowing the army through Arbis Mora and into Dasar and beyond. Evidently, Valia had suggested that this might be the case to Foley before he left. Now her suspicions had been confirmed
They followed the coast back to within a few miles of Ter’Arbis, without seeing a soul. They passed abandoned farms and homesteads, ploughs left standing in the fields to rust, livestock set loose from their pens and allowed to wander the land searching for food. Here, a goat nibbled on flowers in a once tidy garden, there, a pig used its snout to uproot turnips from a carefully planted row.
 The tales the Bal Morans had brought with them as they fled must surely have put absolute terror into the hearts of these people. To leave in such haste and leave everything behind must surely be the actions of those resigned to losing all they had in any case, so best to make it away alive.
The three did little talking on their mission, and it was perhaps this that allowed Kellan’s mind to wallow in thoughts of vengeful satisfaction. The Korathean Empire was crumbling. These Jendayans were snatching away from them what they had themselves stolen from the free peoples of Bal Mora and Arbis Mora so many decades ago. No doubt Mecia and Eritania would be in Jendayan hands shortly, if not already, and all the lands to the east of them would fall too.
 Let the Korathean Tyrants know what it is to be beaten. No number of miseries heaped upon them could be too much.
 Yet, there was also a burning urgency in his heart to be a part of the hammer that smashed the Korathean Empire, to satisfy his own longing for vengeance before only a shadow remained for him to scream his defiance at.
I am Kellan Aemoran. You murdered my mother. Now know pain! Know sorrow! Know regret!
He felt his fists clench on the reins of his mount, his jaw aching from his teeth being firmly clamped, and relaxed a little.
But too many innocents were suffering. To welcome this new invader simply to satisfy his own lust for Korathea’s demise, when they themselves brought so much suffering, was unjustifiable.
 On one hand, seeing the bully getting a bloody nose was sweetness itself; on the other, if that bully was usurped by a worse oppressor, then what had changed?
 He was torn then, between loyalty to his friends, and their joint decision to fight the Jendayans, and ultimately join the Korathian cause; and loyalty to the promises he had made to himself about destroying that same Empire.
He glanced at Elan, and the sight of his jade-skinned friend reminded him of a different loyalty. In a place called Lythuria, far away in the mountains to the east and the north, was the woman he loved. For just a fleeting moment, he had never felt so far from home.
Another thought needled him however. What if Granger was right about Abaddon being part of this invasion? Kellan could not hope to win in a confrontation with him, and should he indeed be among the Jendayans, then there was no escape either. This invading force seemed all but unstoppable, and, like a tide, would swamp everything in its path in time. Perhaps Lythuria had always been the place for him to remain. Perhaps the isolation of that enclave would have protected him from a conflict that could only have one outcome. Putting his own selfish whims ahead of the fate of the world suddenly felt reckless and petulant.
To add to that, last night, as they had camped in the darkness, not willing to light a fire and signal their position, he had felt as though something was closing in on him. His skin had prickled as though a thousand eyes had been watching. Now that feeling returned. He was sure that they were being watched, stalked even, but no signs of pursuers were evident. Except that nagging at the back of his skull, and the itch at the nape of his neck.
As they turned north east to return to Mallin, he reached for the Calm, and allowed it to settle upon his mind. He pushed out with his mind, sweeping aside the layers of reality, searching for other minds. His companions glowed like white embers, the fragile tendril of light linking them to the point that was all around. He looked further out, pushing the limit of his senses as far as he could, trying to find more. There was something out there. Something wrong.
 His mind slipped across an area to the west, like a blind man’s hand over a bulge of polished steel. He could not penetrate the area. It remained opaque at this distance, but he knew that it was not as it should be.
As he let the Calm slip away, it was replaced by a deep disquiet. There was nothing so frightening as the danger one could not see, and the itch at the back of his neck only intensified.
 
 Mallin was being evacuated.
Even before the return of Kellan, Elan and Foley that morning, the exodus had been set in motion. The townspeople who had remained with the forlorn hope that a few hundred could save their livelihoods from the new enemy, had discarded that dream.
It was an ordered affair however. A line of carts and wagons filled the main street, with oxen more used to pulling ploughs than people yoked at the head of each. Blunt had purchased the few horses that remained in the town, helped in no small part by those coins held in the public coffers under lock and key in the building used by Governor Krennet. The Governor had complained bitterly at the price demanded by the sellers, but given that those people had to start new lives elsewhere in uncertain times, the silver and gold coins were no great fortune.
Around forty of the men of Mallin insisted on joining the ragtag army that had gathered loosely behind Blunt. He had refused at first, preferring to keep his force small, agile, and skilled, but relented after some lengthy petition from the man at their head. ‘Babysitting bloody farmers’, was heard more than once in the discussion, but now they had formally joined his army, taking the single coin he offered as a token of their allegiance to the Band. Of course Krennet still commanded the Ter’Arbis Militia, and Alano Clemente remained the reluctant commander of the Balina ‘Remnants’, but there was a definite sense that Blunt called the shots in the partnership. There was a feeling of relief among those not of the Band that there was at least one at their head with real military credentials and experience.
 With so many people in the main street, Kellan sought the refuge of the ‘Pride of Mallin’. Granger sat talking with Alano and Emerico at a table, drinking from beaten copper cups. A jug and several other cups waited on the table.
 “I assume you found the wine cellar then,” he remarked as he slumped onto a stool at their table.
 “No such luck,” Granger replied, taking a sip. “Water.”
 “And it is early. Even for me,” Alano said. “I am happy to see you safely back with us.”
 “And safely through your debrief with ‘Scurrilous’ Blunt,” Emerico added. “Tell us, at what point did you feel your life was in most jeopardy?”
Kellan chuckled, that strange feeling of being followed and watched never having fully faded.
 “He is not so bad when you get to know him,” he said. If anything, he often felt that Blunt was afraid of him.
 “Then we will drink to your courage,” said Alano, pouring a stream of what, Kellan was disappointed to note, was indeed water into another copper cup.
 They all took a gulp, and returned their cups to the table.
 “So we all leave soon,” Kellan said when the ensuing silence stretched.
 “As soon as possible,” Emerico confirmed, flicking his fair hair from his eyes, “as soon as the townsfolk are ready. We will escort them east until midday, then head into the hills to dig in and wait.”
 “To be honest,” Alano said, “if we did not leave soon, I fear there would be trouble from some of the townspeople.”
 “Really?” Kellan said, “How so?”
 “That farrier,” Alano reminded him, “has been making all sorts of threats if Krennet does not have his man punished.”
 “The rapist.”
 “The accused,” Alano corrected him. “Jarone is his name.” But Kellan had seen his eyes and had read his guilt like a banner. The ‘smirker’ was the name Kellan had tagged him with.
 “Why won’t Krennet put him on trial? He has the authority.”
 “Bad for morale,” Alano replied. “Even if the verdict were ‘innocent’.”
 “Do you think he is guilty?” Kellan asked.
 Alano held up his hands in mock submission.
 “I am not a judge, but I know what I have heard.”
 “Which is?”
 “That he is bragging amongst his friends about the deed.”
 “Of course he is,” Kellan said knowingly. “His sort always does.”
 “Do not concern yourself with him, Kellan,” Granger said, “he will get his dessert.”
 “Will he? Or will he, like all vicious bastards, simply rise in stature and power until he is beyond judgement?” How did Beklis begin on his road to tyranny? “Where does it end, Granger?”
 The Bal Morans were both silent, staring awkwardly into their cups.
 “There are other battles to fight. That is all I am saying,” Granger said soothingly.
Kellan stood angrily and downed the contents of the cup before throwing it carelessly, clattering onto the table.
 “No,” he replied, “there is only one battle, and men like that are the enemy.”
 He stormed out, using a measure of the practised Calm to quell the buzzing turmoil in his belly.
There is only one battle. From the dawn of time there has only been one battle. It started when the first oppressor forced his desires upon those too weak to resist, and has been raging ever since.
 
Valia watched Kellan leave from her seat by the window, the clatter of the cup had snapped her from her observations briefly. As he left, she returned her gaze out of the window, to the scene that had been unfolding over the last few minutes.
Truman was in conversation with a young lady in the narrow gap between the inn and the neighbouring building. She could not hear what was being said, but could occasionally hear their tone of voice, and while they clearly felt sure that they were not being observed, she could see them plainly from her shadowy corner in the ‘Pride of Mallin’; if she angled her seating position just so.
The poet was smoothing his moustaches as he so frequently did, running his thumb and forefinger across his top lip from beneath his nose, and smiling roguishly. He would laugh softly and make faux signs of embarrassment when she was clearly praising him.
She for her part, the strumpet, was curling her voluminous hair around a forefinger playfully, and biting her bottom lip through a coy smile that invited so much. She had slapped his chest more than once in mock horror at some lame line or other that he had tried on her, but as her lingering touch on his tunic so plainly stated, there was no need for further seduction.
A quick tumble before they were parted. No doubt he had already declared his undying love for her, and their parting, whilst heart-breaking, would drive him to seek her out wherever she may be in the world, just as soon as he was finished with his deeds heroic against the advancing horde!
She almost spat. Love. He spoke of it. It was nothing more than lust dressed in pretty words. Love was an illusion espoused by those trying to coerce the weak-minded.
 The tart was pulling him further into the alleyway. Well, this one knew what she wanted. Valia felt her heart quicken as she realised the real prospect that they would pull each other’s clothes off and go at it right there on the dusty ground. Was there no limit to their perversion?
 But what was this? Truman resisted.
 To the harlot’s clear dismay, Truman was resisting. She drew him closer, pulling his arms around her and forcing his hands onto her buttocks, her mouth seeking his. But he pulled away gently.
 Valia leaned a little closer to the window, but not close enough to be seen, she hoped, and strained her ears. She still could not make out words, but the girl’s voice had taken on a pleading edge, and her lips pouted with hurt she was only half faking.
 Truman continued to speak softly to her, speaking in quiet tones that sought to reassure, but when he lifted her chin tenderly, and kissed her on the forehead and not her hopeful lips, she looked utterly crestfallen.
A few more quiet words and Truman stalked slowly from the alley and out of view. The girl gathered herself and strutted haughtily the other way. Valia had to duck back to avoid being seen, and she glanced around the inn guiltily to see if she herself had been observed. No-one noticed, and she settled back into her seat.
 Had she just witnessed a moment of gallantry from the poet?
That strumpet had been offering herself on a gilded platter and yet he had turned her down.
 Perhaps he had a better offer elsewhere of course. Even as she rose, she cursed herself.
What business is it of mine whose skirts he lifts? And why do I care?
 But she strode out into the street anyway. Truman was nowhere to be seen. She scanned the street for the poet, but he was out of sight already. She spotted Kellan. Perhaps he knew where his friend had gone to. Men always bragged to one another about those things.
As she approached though, she paused. Kellan was in deep conversation with the farrier she recognised as having a contention with one of Krennet’s men; the one whose daughter had been raped. If it were up to her, Valia would have the bastard strung up, but the Governor was reluctant to act.
She watched the farrier’s demeanour change as Kellan spoke. The farrier towered above the stooped figure of the younger man, and his balled fists looked set to pummel Kellan at any moment. But Kellan’s words, whatever they were, were having a soothing effect, and slowly the man began to relax. Kellan reached up to place a hand on the farrier’s shoulder, and they looked intently at each other for some moments, exchanging a few more words.
 Finally, they shook hands, and the man handed Kellan what looked like a delicate kerchief. Kellan pocketed the square of fabric as the Farrier walked slowly away, straight backed and firm of jaw, to his wagon further down the street.
 “Now what was all that about?” she muttered to herself, but before she could ask, Blunt’s voice rang out.
 “Get a move on people! What’s not packed is not worth taking. We’re leaving in half an hour.”
She dismissed Truman with a disgusted shake of her head as she threw her braid over her shoulder angrily, turning on her heel, then stormed away to collect her belongings. She had to dodge Alano, who had come out of the ‘Pride of Mallin’ to join the dozen or so children in a game of kick-ball. He bowed in apology, and was dispossessed of the small leather ball by a red haired boy with thin legs and knees like knots in string. He made a show of surprise, and then loudly re-joined the fray much to the delight of the children.
Alano had quickly become very popular with the town’s children, and never seemed to mind their insistence that he join in their games. In fact he sought them out at times, willingly being the ‘blind wolf’, with a scarf over his eyes chasing the shrieking ‘lambs’ about a large circle scratched into the dusty square that they had to remain within. He joined them in footraces up and down the street, always allowing himself to lose by a hair’s breadth, then feigning some old injury to blame for the loss.
 Granger was watching Alano with interest from the door of the inn, and nodded to Valia as she strode by, having seen the near miss.
 “Who will miss the other the most?” he asked.
 “What?” She replied, slowing, her mind already back on that bloody Poet.
 “Only I wonder which of them gets the most out of those games, the children or Alano himself,” Granger said by way of explanation, pointing at Alano as he hefted a giggling child into the air to regain possession of the ball.
 “Well it would seem that some men never bloody grow up!” she retorted, and continued on her way.
 Granger only shrugged at her back.
 
 There had been a sense that they were abandoning those people on the road to Dasar. Those men of Mallin following the small army into the hills and mountains to the north said tearful farewells to their loved ones, and then had to endure the sight of that sorry caravan dwindling into the east, as they themselves climbed higher into the Mora Mountains. By mid-afternoon they were gone from sight.
 Kellan began to understand why these mountains were regarded by Blunt as a relative safe haven for his army. They were not big, certainly not when compared to even the Lesser Cascus, and were dwarfed by the Greater Cascus that had formed the northern backdrop to so much of his life in Lythuria. Rather, it was their deeply rutted and broken nature that made them a rabbit warren of deep gulleys and sheltered ravines.
A pair of men from Mallin, Giaco and Rino; brothers, who had grown up in the mining communities in the mountains, had been appointed as guides by Blunt. They had been keen to prove their usefulness, and now, as they entered the convoluted rock formations, they would need to.
The brothers said that they knew of several abandoned open caste quarries, denuded of their iron ore, that would make ideal camps for the three hundred or so soldiers and their forty horses. The horses themselves were laden with supplies, as no carts could be pulled over the rough terrain. They carried food and weapons, tents and bedding, even a small mobile forge, bought from the farrier. He had serviced the mining community’s animals with that forge for years, and now it was being carried once again into the mountains. Foley’s older brother Marlon would serve as farrier now, he had trained as an apprentice in Dasar before being drawn into Blunt’s Band of mercenaries. Marlon had sounded less than confident that he would be able to keep the horses well shod, as it had been nearly ten years since he had taken up a hammer, but Foley had insisted that it would all come back to him. “You never forget it. It’s just like falling off a horse,” his younger brother had said with a grin.
 Kellan looked at the forge, remembering the previous owner, and a promise made.
He carefully picked his way over the increasingly broken ground. He watched Dimas stagger drunkenly along ahead of him, occasionally steadied by one of the ‘Remnants’, or offered a drink from a wineskin. Dimas looked particularly dishevelled after the efforts of the climb, his face sweaty and skin pallid. The wine would take its toll eventually if they kept this pace up much longer, but he was in no great hurry to leave an offered drink un-drunk. Dimas’ stubble had turned into an unkempt beard, which only added to his scruffy appearance.
That feeling that he was being hounded had been nagging at Kellan again. He tried feeling with his mind in the direction he sensed it from, but kept coming up against an area invisible to him, an area of wrongness. It was as though he was just too far to break through the layer of fog that occluded that area of his mind space, fingertips barely touching the periphery but not with enough force to push it aside.
They stopped in one of the old quarries that night, setting up a temporary encampment. The ground was stained red from the rusting traces of iron in the broken rock. It would be a good base from which to watch for movement from the west. Blunt sent a small detachment east with one of the guides, Rino, to establish emergency hideaways and caches of supplies should they need them, and map out the best routes in and out of the mountains.
 “I want to own these mountains by the time we engage those bastards,” he had said.
The quarry had fresh running water at the western edge, and even some grazing for the horses where sufficient soil had gathered in a long strip to the north and grass and scrub had taken root. Most important, though, was the commanding view of the land to the south.
Governor Krennet had set up his camp of Arbis Moran militia a disdainful distance from the rest of the army, clearly setting them apart from the Bal Morans and mercenaries. The men of Mallin however, had warmed to the relative newcomers, and especially after the rape, had grown frosty towards Krennet and his men. A very definite divide had appeared.
Giaco told Blunt about a mining community to the north-west, and on day four of their encampment, the mercenary decided to send a scouting party to check on its inhabitants. News trickled slowly up the slopes of the Mora Mountains and there was no guarantee that the miners knew anything of recent events to the south..
 Olimar insisted on leading the party.
 “Take that drunk bastard and try to sober him up will you?” Blunt said gruffly from inside his tent. “And take a couple of Krennet’s men; those arseholes ought to pull their weight around here.”
 “The drunk? Really, Blunt?” Olimar complained.
 “If he is to be of any use to us, he needs to be able to draw that sword he carries about with him.” Blunt emerged and placed his bright red hat on his shaven head, squinting accusingly up at the hot sun.
 “He can barely walk. How far did you say?”
 “Giaco tells me it will take three hours. Take him and a couple of others. Here,” he said throwing a bag of jingling coins to his son, “If there is anyone there, see if they have any flour to sell you. In any case, tell them to cut and run as soon as they can.”
 “Horses?”
 “Take two,” Blunt replied, “but take them steady if they’re to be loaded. We don’t need them going bloody lame up here.” With that, he stomped off through the camp, no doubt to rain abuse upon some poor soul’s head. Blunt was happiest when he was making someone else’s life a misery, and at that point it was not Olimar’s, and so he gladly went off about his task.
 
Granger looked up from his writings to see a small party with two horses leaving the encampment. He was not surprised to see Kellan among them, bow across his back. He sighed as he put down his pen and powdered the ink reverently, before carefully closing the book.
That boy would volunteer to jump from a cliff if someone was looking for a willing participant. Perhaps he was just trying to keep his mind from dwelling on bigger things. He had always been impulsive, but worse than that, would put himself in harm’s way without a second thought. Kellan could not be kept swaddled in his care, he knew that, but did every parent feel that tightening in their chest each and every time their child disappeared from view? For that is what he felt like. A parent.
The concern he felt was for Kellan first, the world second, and he chided himself for that dogged selfishness. No harm could come to Kellan without greater harm following for the countless people, oblivious to the inevitability of their doom. But it was still Kellan’s fate that gave him the most profound sense of helplessness.
 Had the Daemon never taken the boy, would he still have been compelled to intervene in that icy river, on the day the child had lost his home and family? Was it pity for the youngster, or something greater that had forced his hand?
Whatever the cause, he was in no doubt about his feelings for Kellan.
He lifted his gaze, staring into the middle distance and quietly addressed the air. “Are you watching him? Have you been drawn to him as I was? You may remember him in your stories, but your memories will be dust compared to mine. Your accounts are stale with lack of emotion. Words on a page are no substitute for the beating life inside the least of us here. Your existence is hollow; I know that now. If you could feel a fraction of the rending of my heart as I watch him leave each time you would know how soulless your words are.” He clenched his fist against his chest, pulling at his shirt. “How dare you commit our lives to scrawls on a page as though that somehow gives us meaning. My love for that boy gives me meaning, and you are so much less than me. Remember that to your petty telling.”
He became aware of Alano, watching him from a distance, concern on his face, and returned to his writing. His hand trembled.
 
Emerico had accompanied Kellan, Olimar and Dimas, behind Giaco’s confident lead, to the small collection of rough timber buildings that were home to the miners. At least they would be if there had been anyone at home. Two of Krennet’s men had joined them too, likeable men despite their commander, and they hitched the horses to a post below the steep entrance to the quarry. Dimas had been grumbling to himself incessantly all the way there, growing sober, and not liking it one bit.
 “Stay with the horses,” Olimar said to the Arbis Morans, and signalled to the others to climb the steep, roughly hewn steps.
 They ascended into the main part of the open caste mine, strewn with boulders and shattered rock. The exposed rock had the same reddish hue of their own camp-site, giving a hint of the iron held within. The few buildings were simple timber structures that would no doubt be occupied during the warmer months, as they were by no means wind or rain proof.
 “Where are your miners?” Olimar asked Giaco.
 There was no sign of life here, despite the time of year. Obviously the miners had caught wind of events below and headed east days earlier. They had not left much either. They would have had sturdy pack animals, used to hauling iron ore, and so even the heavy tools were gone.
 “We should check the huts,” Giaco replied.
Each building was the same. A table here, a chair and bed there, but the miners had cleared most of what they had brought up with them. The place was deathly quiet, and each scuff of a boot or dislodged stone was amplified in the rocky basin.
Kellan quickly developed a deep respect for the miners who had worked here. This was a desolate place to live and work; scratching at the rock daily to extract precious iron ore, then load it onto pack horses or ponies to be taken away for smelting. He left the last of the small dwellings he had entered and saw Olimar and Emerico looking at a hole that plunged into the rock face at a shallow angle from a terrace, slightly higher up the quarry’s edge. Giaco was scrambling up the last few paces to join them. Seeing their interest, he went up the slope to see what they had found.
 The scree was loose, shifting and scraping under his feet, but he reached flatter ground where the others had gathered.
 “What is it?” He asked.
 “Nothing much,” Giaco replied, “They must have been following a seam or something. Occasionally they find rich deposits in small quantities, and it is worth their time to follow them into the rock.”
 “Is it deep?”
 “No. Ten paces, no more.”
 “It’s empty,” The ‘Remnants’ second in command added.
 “Well,” Olimar said dejectedly, “that was…” He was cut off by Emirico, pulling him down low and pointing to the western crest of the quarry, less than a hundred paces away.
 Jendayans! Four of them on foot.
 They had entered the steep sided quarry by a narrow path that angled around to the south. Kellan unslung his bow as the first of them disappeared behind one of the buildings.
 “Wait,” hissed Olimar, pulling the others into the shadow of the small cavern. “They may turn back when they find this place deserted.”
 “If they follow the path we came in by, they will see the horses,” Emerico said softly.
 “Let’s hope they don’t. They may turn back. Let them return empty handed. Better that than have them go missing up here. That could bring a much bigger force to ask why.”
They Jendayans reappeared in the middle of the settlement. They were discussing something, and then one headed towards one of the larger structures.
 Suddenly, they all realised that one of their party was missing.
 “Dimas!” Emerico said urgently, “I’m sure I saw him go in there.”
Even as he said it a shout rang out from the building below. The three other Jendayans, who had started drifting to other buildings, turned suddenly and rushed to the larger structure.
Kellan was on his feet and running down the hill before his companions could react themselves. As he urged the Calm to settle on him, he became aware of his companions following him. He heard shouts ahead, screams, and steel being brought to bear. He was too far away to help Dimas now, although he ran anyway. Still the screams. He drew his own Jendayan blade and readied himself for combat. In his cool detachment, he prepared to watch the enemy forms with his unfamiliar blade, aware that this would be the perfect opportunity to see them used at close quarters. Already the fighting was over in the building, Dimas was dead but they would find Kellan a greater challenge. He rounded the building to the open door and skidded to a halt. The Calm fled.
It took a moment to take in what he was seeing. Emerico and Olimar arrived at his side brandishing their own weapons, and froze.
Dimas had entered what was clearly a small storeroom and he had found what he was looking for. He pulled the stopper from the wineskin with his teeth and spat it out. He put it to his lips and tipped it back for a long drink. His bloody sword slipped from his fingers unnoticed as the red liquid spilled from the sides of his mouth and down his shirt to mingle with the blood that covered him from head to toe. At his feet lay the butchered corpses of what, Kellan had to surmise, were four men, although it was difficult to tell from the bloody carnage. Limbs were severed and torsos ripped open, their contents spilled obscenely. Giaco retched as he reached their side, and Kellan heard the hurried footsteps of the Arbis Morans, drawn into the quarry by the screams.
 Dimas belched loudly, then staggered from the store past his companions without a word.
 “Ah, yes,” Emerico said nodding, “there is something we did not tell you about Dimas.”
 
What was left in the store had been easily loaded onto the horses, and gratefully received by Blunt. There had been wine, and a strong spirit the miners distilled themselves. Giaco told them it was called ‘skull-thumper’, and a sniff at the open neck of the bladder told him why.
 Sentries were doubled that night as a result of the run in, so soon, with Jendayan scouts.
 “Bugger me if I did not want a few more days to map out these hills better,” Blunt cursed as they gathered that evening. The air was growing cooler as the sun dropped below the horizon, and the fires were kept small to reduce smoke. Any sign at all might be spotted, but a hot meal each night was worth the risk. Wood was not plentiful either in the immediate area, so that was another reason to keep the blazes low.
Granger had worked another miracle with cured ham and potatoes, and the thick broth had made the Band the envy of the other groups.
 “It smells as though I would do well to be entering your employ,” Alano said as he approached from the ‘Remnants’ camp. He was smoothing down what little hair he had on the top of his head, the long blonde wisps having a mind of their own.
 “The pay is lousy,” Foley piped up, mopping his bowl with a piece of flat-bread.
 “But the food is better, I suspect,” he laughed.
 “You will find plenty of work as a rent boy in Mecia if you don’t like the conditions,” Olimar said to Foley through a mouthful of bread.
 Blunt scowled at Foley’s remark. “The historian knows his way around a cook-pot.”
 “Some herbs and spices in the correct measure, that is all it takes,” Granger said modestly.
 “Come,” Blunt invited Alano to sit, “pull up a rock.”
Valia moved over to make room for the Bal Moran on a long flat rock she shared with Truman, the gap between them narrowing to the poet’s obvious delight.
 “Am I to understand that Krennet will not be joining us?” Blunt enquired.
 “I saw him retire to his tent some time ago,” Alano replied. “I am afraid the Governor is taking badly to the conditions here.”
 True, Governor Krennet was suffering. He was used to far softer living and his constitution was being tested to breaking point by his new diet and environment.
 “Spent most of the morning at the latrine pit,” Elan said. “He looked greener than me when he returned.”
 “Perhaps someone forgot to peel his grapes,” Kellan said.
 “Krennet’s bowels aside,” Blunt said sourly, “I understand there is something you neglected to tell me about our friend the drinker. I am hearing fantastical tales.”
 Alano glanced over his shoulder to where Dimas slept fitfully in a drunken stupor. One of the ‘Remnants’ had kindly covered him with a blanket. “So, you have not heard of him before?”
 Blunt only shook his head, and exchanged puzzled looks with a few of the Band.
 “Dimas Malmotti of Sangier? The Sword-smith?” Alano searched their faces.
 “Malmotti of Sangier?” Truman said, astounded. “Of course I have heard of him. But that cannot be the same man. Malmotti must surely be older.” There were nods of recognition around the campfire, of the name if not the man.
 “That man can only be, what? Fifty?” Blunt said. “Malmotti is older by far.”
 “Fifty six, and you are incorrect,” Alano replied with a humourless smile. “That is the legendary man, in the flesh, but such is his reputation that everyone expects him to be older. Our fathers were astounded by his skill and so we associate him with their generation, but he was forging weapons from the age of twelve and winning the respect of his much older peers.”
 “So, what brings the blacksmith here in that state?” Olimar asked from his father’s side.
 “Sword-smith,” Alano said carefully, “Dimas Malmotti is an artist of the highest order. As I said, he began his career as a boy, serving under his father in the family business. It soon became apparent that he had a particular talent for the working of steel, beating and folding to such a fine degree of quality and strength that his blades began to fetch a very high price. A single sword with his mark upon it could fetch more coin than most sword-smiths could earn in a year.
 “He rapidly earned a reputation as a swordsman too, but, there was an accident whilst sparring with his best friend. A cut that would not have been life threatening from a duller blade, went deep, and the bleeding could not be stopped. His friend died, and from that day, Malmotti swore never to raise a sword against another man. He was devastated. He still made weapons, but fewer, and spending more time on each, pushing their quality and value higher still. He married and had three children. About ten years ago, he turned his attentions to civic duties and was named Speaker for Sangier. He put past misfortunes behind him and made a life for himself. Then the Jendayans came.
 “Sangier, as you know, lies south of Balina on the peninsula, and has as large a port as the capital city itself. The Jendayans landed there first, and met little resistance. They burned and slaughtered their way through the city, showing no mercy. Malmotti was singled out as the nearest thing the city had to a leader, since the Governor is based in Balina; and fleeing in any case as soon as word reached him. His family and servants, along with anyone still alive in the city were rounded up and put in large wooden cages upon a pyre built from the city’s own shattered buildings. Piled on top of one another, people crammed into them to bursting, crying out for help. Beaten to within a hair’s breadth of death, Malmotti was forced to watch the fire burn and endure the screams of his people. His family.
 “This was a warning, they said, and sent him on the road to Balina with news of the invasion. He was to spread the word that any who did not swear fealty to Emperor Hapatu of Jendaya would suffer a similar fate. An entire city, slaughtered to make a point, and that man had to watch the cruellest of deaths for his wife and children.
 “He drinks because to be sober is to remember that day, and those memories would drive him insane. The pain he must feel with even the vaguest recollection makes me wince. Do not begrudge him the comfort of a wineskin. He has but one purpose now, and that is to kill anyone Jendayan, and the swordsman within is fighting to get out.”
 “He got out,” Kellan said with a sombre nod of his head. “I have never seen such butchery done in so short a time.”
 “And that is saying something coming from you,” Foley said. Kellan rolled his eyes.
 “Keep him topped up then,” Blunt said, “So long as he fights when we need him to. He can lie there pissing himself all he likes.”
There was a silence around the fire until Valia shifted forward to throw another lump of wood on the embers. “These Jendayans have to be stopped.”
 “We will all get a chance at the bastards,” Blunt said.
 “There is no better way to die than to fall in battle,” Olimar said seriously.
 “Yes there is,” Foley said with more cheer, “how about quietly in your sleep on your wedding night with your fifth teenage bride?”
 The wineskin was passed around again as they laughed. All except Valia, who shook her head and rolled her eyes.
 “How about you Alano? How would you like to go?” Foley asked
The Arbis Moran looked thoughtful. “If I was to choose, then it would be after a long and full life, surrounded by my children, grandchildren, and while we’re dreaming, great grandchildren.”
 “How many children have you got?” Foley pressed him.
 Alano looked sadly at the mercenary. “None. It was not to be.” He pursed his lips, then brightened. “But we are dreaming, am I right?”
 There was an awkward silence, despite his upbeat final words.
 “What about you Valia? How would you die, given the choice?” Foley asked, a little quieter.
 “A long time after you, given the choice,” she replied with surly indignation, but she winked after a moment and the mood lifted again.
 “Truman, your turn.”
 “With the kiss of my true love, still sweet on my lips,” he said without hesitation.
 “Give him a kiss Valia,” Foley urged, “see if he keels over.”
Blunt uncorked a bladder of ‘skull thumper’ as the laughter rose, and Valia was urged to kiss the poet. She began to blush angrily in the firelight. “I would sooner kiss one of the horses,” she said over the clamour, “on the arse.”
 There was more laughter as Truman was slapped roughly on the back, and pushed playfully by those around him. His expression was unreadable.
 “Blunt, how about you?”
 “I would wish to die on the battlefield surrounded by enemies,” he declared. “At least then I would be in the company of decent soldiers, and men of better character.” This brought a great deal of mock indignation and false hurt from the members of the Band. He quietened them with a raised hand and an appeal for calm.
 “Perhaps it is the ‘skull thumper’ talking,” he said, “but if I was to choose a time and a place to die, it would be this.” He gestured around him at his companions. “As I am now; on campaign, in the open air on a still night, with wine,” he eyed the bladder of ‘skull thumper’ doubtfully, “a full belly, and the company of friends.”
The camp went deathly quiet, and members of the Band exchanged perplexed looks. They had never known Scurrilous Blunt to show such sentiment. They were more accustomed to verbal abuse and the odd well aimed boot.
 Blunt took a swig from the bladder, and grimaced. “No. It’s definitely the ‘skull thumper’ talking.”
 
 They talked on into the night, and Granger found himself sitting beside Alano, the thin haired man insisting they share the last of a wineskin.
 “I have noticed something about you,” Alano said
Granger flinched, remembering the look of concern Alano had shot him that morning as he addressed an unseen emissary. He must have appeared insane. “Oh?”
 “You are an observer.”
 “Sorry?”
 “You are a watcher,” Alano said, a little drunk, “you watch people, and write things down in those little books of yours.”
 “I am an historian,” Granger said, relieved.
 “Are you writing the history of this little gathering here?”
 “Yes, I suppose I am. I record events, points of interest in this journey of ours.”
 “This journey?”
 “Life, Alano. I meant life. There is so much happening at any given moment, and it is nearly all forgotten. Only stories and legends remain, but the things that make us who we are, are lost. I am trying to record something of the people here that will be remembered as more than just a simple story.”
 “So you are writing about me too?”
 “Yes, unless you object, I…”
 “No, not at all. I have a favour to ask you though.” Alano leant closer. “When you mention me in your story, would you remember me with a little more hair?”
 
Kellan was feeling on edge; the sensation of being hunted had intensified. He summoned the Calm and reached out with his mind from within the cocoon of unruffled serenity.
There. That place he could not penetrate. Around him the minds of the ragtag army glowed, their tendril links to the Life-force like wisps of smoke in the air. Further out, it was hard to apply physical distances to what he experienced here, but further out was an area of gloom. He pushed against it and it yielded a little, more than last time, but not enough to see within.
He surfaced into the real world, releasing that emotionless refuge to be assaulted by a myriad feelings; fear, apprehension, confusion, guilt. He looked at Elan, gazing into the embers. Elan followed him because Kellan had asked him to. He had been dragged far from home for a friendship that Kellan was aware had no balance. How painful was the ‘longing’ now? How desperately did Elan want to return to the peace of Lythuria, but held himself back because of Kellan?
Kellan knew he had to let his friend go. He had no right to drag him into a war, for that was where they were headed again; and Beklis? Kellan could deal with him alone now. Their current campaign would take them east towards Ara Dasari where the coward almost certainly lived, according to Alano.
But Elan would not return without his friend. Kellan knew that. Elan was as faithful a friend as he could hope for, and would not go home unless they were together. That was a problem, for Kellan was bound to his purpose now, and that might well involve going to war once more; a war that did not seem winnable. Had the Jendayan Empire not invaded, he could well have been content to kill Beklis and return to Lythuria and all it held for him. But to leave the land he had fought to free in the hands of another tyrant was unthinkable.
There was a storm blowing in from somewhere; the tension was palpable, and he had to ride it out. But should he ride it out here with these forlorn defenders of hope?
 And the ‘Smirker’, Jarone, and his crime? Well, Kellan had a promise to keep, and would not involve Elan in that.
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty
 
 
Beginnings…
 
The library in Moshet, a vast building set within the walled confines of the palace, was virtually a city in its own right. Within the high walls were small parks with fountains and marble statues of Dasari heroes and past rulers. The mansions of the nobles were dwarfed by the palace itself, a vast structure built layer upon layer, each a little smaller than the one below, and at the top the home of the Dasari Kings and Queens. Now of course home to the governor of Dasar; the royals who had sworn fealty to the Kodistai in Kor’Habat lived in the lower levels alongside minor nobles from Korathea.
 The library itself was a compound of ornate buildings, housing a huge depository of books and scrolls, as well as several galleries of art and engineering. Truman told Kellan that Moshet was the most civilised city outside of Mecia.
The poetry reading was held in a small auditorium that held a few dozen finely dressed individuals, each with an air of superiority about them that made Kellan’s knuckles itch. They nodded sagely during various readings, and applauded theatrically at the end of each piece. Kellan was determined to stay and hear Truman’s reading, having expressed an interest, but grew tired of the poetry quickly, and slipped from the room for a look around the gallery.
He ambled through the airy rooms with the sound of his boots echoing in the vaulted ceilings. The statues and paintings that adorned the plinths and walls were impressive indeed, though the names of the heroes they depicted were not known to him.
The artwork gave way to a museum of sorts with a military theme. There were all manner of crossbows and longbows, battle axes and maces, and little plaques describing each weapon. He scanned over them; there was far too much to take in at once and he was only killing time.
He came upon a case housing the enormous armour suit worn by the Korathean Heavy Infantry. The chain mail and plate, the full face helmet with the hinged face guard, all polished to a mirror shine and trimmed with blue-green. Kellan doubted that he could even lift the massive sword with both hands, let alone wield it single handed whilst holding the huge shield. The strength of these men must surely be unassailable. It was no wonder that they had swept across the continent, taking control of all the lands west of Kor’Habat so quickly.
There looked to be no way through the armour for anyone facing such a soldier. How to penetrate the armour before being cleaved in two by that massive curved blade? He wondered. Finding a chink in those defences would be all but impossible.
Then, in a case not far away, he saw a section of plate, pierced by an arrow. The point was shaped like a diamond, not as broad as the heads he was used to making, but he felt a sense of relief all the same.
Not so invincible after all.
 He made his way back to the auditorium, and slipped in just as Truman was finishing his reading.
 “So count the leaves as they fall, their passing shall not be mourned.
But hold for them a place in your memory, and remember them to the seeds that scatter.”
 There was a smattering of applause, and Truman left the podium with a bow. Kellan clapped loudly, aware that he was overcompensating for his absence through the reading.
 Truman stepped down from the low stage, and headed for the edge of the room, where a stocky man emerged from a chair in the shadows. His head was completely shaved and his broad shoulders told of a physical strength lacking in the other spectators. They shook hands as Kellan approached, Truman nodding emphatically to the mumbled questions from the thick-set man.
 “Ah, Kellan,” Truman said looking up at Kellan’s approach, “may I introduce an old friend. Kilarn.”
 Kellan held out his hand with a smile. “Good to meet you, Kilarn,” he said.
 The man grunted in response, shaking Kellan’s hand with a calloused grip.
 “Kilarn is a patron of the arts, are you not?” Truman said.
 “Something like that,” he grumbled.
 “Please excuse us, Kellan,” Truman said politely, “but I have a small business matter to attend to with my friend here. I will join you soon.”
Kellan left them to their hushed conversation, only hearing a few choice curses from Kilarn regarding the poetry reading. He smiled to himself and wondered what kind of business they were discussing. He knew for sure that Kilarn was no ‘patron of the arts’, but accepted that it was none of his business what they discussed and tried to put it from his mind.
 The stocky, shaven headed man glanced Kellan’s way a few times during the discussion that followed, before exiting via a side door. Truman approached his friend.
 “My apologies,” he said. “My business partner was keen to clear up some issues that have arisen. We can return our attention to the readings now if you like.”
 “Actually,” Kellan said carefully, “I feel I need some fresh air. I may take a walk in the gardens.”
 Truman looked sternly at him, then laughed and slapped him on the shoulder.
 “No matter,” he said, “I am done here anyway. Baerian’s next, and I have no appetite for his morbid subjects. I feel the need for a cup of wine. Shall we?”
They left the Auditorium and then made their way outside the palace grounds to a small tavern, and celebrated Truman’s success. Though whether it was for his reading or the business transaction, Kellan was not sure.
 
Kellan found work in a tannery. He got used to the smell, and the money was most welcome. He and Truman took cheap lodgings in the industrial district of the city. The poet was keen to spend time in the library, or so he said. Kellan noticed his disappearing from time to time, on secret errands he dismissed when questioned about them. He did not pester his friend about his furtive meetings though; the poet’s business was his own. But he did wonder. It was hard to separate the poet’s shady dealings from his illicit liaisons with the many ladies he attracted with his pretty words and seductive music. Kellan had never known a man to be so shameless, and was sure that not all of his conquests were without husbands. This had Truman sneaking about with a grin like a cat in a creamery.
He bought a sword as soon as he could scrape the money together. An old rapier, from a pawn shop in the less affluent end of the business district. Truman assured him that the blade was of good quality, and spent some time honing the edge and point to return it, some way, to its former glory. The light weapon suited Kellan’s moderate strength, and he spent long hours cleaning the intricate hilt to bring a shine back to the steel. Like his training with the bow, he believed that he should know the weapon intimately.
Kellan practised with the sword every day. Truman coached him in the parks of Moshet, taking him through the forms and patterns of offence and defence, sparring with lengths of cane bound to their weapons for safety, and always encouraging him with positive words. The air was getting colder as winter set in, and the outdoor training sessions had their breath misting under the broad trees.
 “Have you ever used your sword in anger?” Kellan asked one day.
 “A few times, yes,” he replied.
 “Have you ever killed a man?” Kellan said.
Truman hesitated. “I do not believe in killing for the sake of it. I am a pacifist by nature, but sometimes a man finds himself pushed so hard that he must defend himself or die. I would never instigate a fight, I prefer to walk away with insults at my back. It can only be a last resort, the sword. As children, we are encouraged not to fight with our fellows, but rather to discuss our differences with civility and understanding. Why should adults behave any differently?”
 “Because they may seek to right a wrong,” Kellan suggested.
 “Then that action will be avenged by the other party, and so it will go on,” Truman said. “We cannot live our lives, ‘tit for tat’. Imagine if today, every person in the world chose to forgive every other for the wrongs that they have committed. Would we not enter an age of peace unprecedented in all history.”
 “But there would still be those who would force their will upon you,” Kellan said.
 Truman sighed. “I know,” he said, “peace is a dream; but a wonderful one at that.”
 “There can be no peace as long as the Empire goes on expanding,” Kellan said hotly. “Keeping populations under the heel of a boot is no way to instigate forgiveness or understanding.”
 Truman made a quieting gesture. “Beware what you say, Kellan,” he warned, “those words falling on the wrong ears could land you in prison or the hangman’s grip.”
 “But sooner or later, we all need to stand up against evil, or else give in to it utterly,” he replied.
 “There are ways to make a stand against tyranny that do not involve being arrested in a city park for incitement to rebellion,” Truman said softly.
 “So there are ways,” he replied, finally feeling that he was getting the measure of the poet.
 
 Granger was weary when he reached the edge of Moshet, and settled into the first inn he came across. In the morning he would continue his search.
He had been following Kellan for the whole summer, and winter was fast approaching as autumn gave way to longer nights and colder winds. He had followed Kellan as soon as he realised the boy had gone. It was only on starting the chase that he realised how much slower he would be than the young man. The body he had come to think of as his own was now in its mid-fifties, and keeping pace with a man of twenty was proving harder by the day.
 Kellan was easy to describe, with his characteristic birthmark, and the trail was never cold as such, just old by the time he found it.
The pain he felt when thinking of Kellan’s hurt was unbearable. The thought of his boy coming to harm kept him awake at night. He really had come to think of Kellan as a son. Perhaps because he had poured so much of himself into raising the boy, or perhaps because Kellan had always been so open and likeable. Whatever the reason, Granger was determined to find him before he came to harm, and not just for the sake of the world. Because of all the lives he wanted to save, Kellan’s was the most important. He often lost sight of the fact that Kellan’s was one life in millions, but that was the whole point to him. Every one of those millions was just a single life on its own, and Kellan was his to protect.
He toasted the unseen Emissary he knew to be watching him that evening when he ate, and drank wine. He took a certain pleasure from needling the Emissary for his lack of appreciation for life in the real. Savouring every morsel and sip was his way of proving to himself that his existence here was richer than it could ever have been in the Great Hall.
He told stories where he stopped, earning coin on his journey. But always now he wondered how his story was being told in the Great Hall, how Athusilan recorded his life, and how this story would end.
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty One
 
 
The Mora Mountains became home to the ragtag army of mercenaries, farmers and disbanded militiamen. In the weeks that followed, they did not find a single remaining community in the mountains. Clearly word had reached the miners, and they had fled to the east with all they could carry. The iron-rich range was littered with mines, open quarries, tunnels bored into faces like the lairs of great worms, and the occasional shaft plunging into darkness.
 More often than not there was no conveniently placed, disused quarry to camp in as there would be tonight. Instead, they were forced to spread out into discrete pockets among the steep sided gulleys and ravines that criss-crossed the landscape. They preferred the more open sites where they could gather in an easily defensible way, rather than being hemmed into narrow channels that were difficult to escape.
Vegetation was sparse, but enough soil gathered in the more open channels to provide grazing for the horses, and on occasion, the animals were taken down in groups to lower levels to find pasture.
Water was available in abundance. Icy streams flowed at regular intervals, clear and refreshing as they continued the work of millennia, carving up the mountains by degrees.
Isolated pockets of timber could be found too, and so wood for fuel was usually close to hand. The pines stood proudly in verdant patches where the soil had been able to gather to sufficient depth. Tonight they would sleep in one of their preferred sites, an old quarry, long since abandoned. It even had a small area of woodland at its eastern edge, although the reddening leaves of autumn failed to break the monotony of rust red rock and dust.
Tomorrow they would cross the Mathalin River into Dasar. From there, the mountains would rapidly decrease in size, and with that, the cover they had relied on would diminish.
 Kellan rode beside Elan in the gloom of a moonlit night. Behind them, six Arbis Morans and two of the ‘Remnants’ formed a short column of riders. They had been chosen for their skill with the bow, and tonight had been fruitful.
 Giaco and Rino had scouted ahead to find an advance party of Jendayans setting up camp in a clearing three hours from the foothills of the Mora Mountains. This small group had returned today to disrupt their plans. They had killed sixteen before the others had taken cover in the trees. Kellan and his party immediately left them and returned to the safety of the hills.
That was their tactic. Hit and run. Strike quickly and retreat to cover. Two days ago, they had burned a supply caravan of some twenty heavy carts carrying grain; flaming arrows setting light to the wood of the carts from a hundred paces or more, whilst the flanking Jendayan riders were ambushed simultaneously from cover. It was a shame to burn the grain, with food in such short supply in the mountains, but Blunt had been clear that no heroics would be entered into. Liberating grain from the enemy fell into that category.
There was no doubt they were merely an irritation; a nuisance to be endured whilst the bulk of the Jendayan advance remain untouched, but it felt good all the same.
Larger skirmishes had taken place too. On two occasions the Jendayans had probed the mountains with a battalion of footsoldiers. With their advantage of the high ground though, the archers had been able to weaken the force considerably before unleashing the bulk of the stubborn resistance to join the fray. The attackers had retreated against such odds both times. Dimas had been frightening to watch when he charged uncaring at the fleeing Jendayans. He had been like an animal in his ferocity, almost mindless in his singular aim to destroy all life Jendayan. Kellan wondered how different the two of them were; perhaps the Calm was the only thing that stood between him and animal rage. Dimas was kept alive by his skill with the sword, and Kellan doubted that his own fury alone would have kept him from harm if their fortunes had been reversed.
Marlon found himself using the mobile forge they carried more and more to repair weapons, rather than replacing thrown horseshoes as he had expected. He enjoyed the challenge of finding his way around a forge again, and while his work would never carry the stamp of a master, it was better than leaving notched blades and dull arrows. He had taken an interest in the Lythurian arrowheads and tried to recreate them himself, but Kellan and Elan insisted on making their own. It was the way they had been taught. They tried to explain the ethos behind it, having total trust in your weapons because you had total knowledge of them, but he just shook his head and laughed.
 There would be little for Marlon to repair after this night’s killing however. The arrows had been left where they landed, and swords had stayed in their scabbards.
 “I was thinking that you should go home without me,” Kellan said quietly when they were in the relative safety of the foothills.
 Elan made a non-committal sound.
 “I mean it,” Kellan said.
 “What? Mean what? Elan said, as he was pulled from his reverie.
 “I said, you should go home without me. This is not your war.”
 “Of course it is.”
 “Nonsense,” Kellan said, “I dragged you into this.”
 “No you did not.”
 “You were eager to leave after Hadaiti. It was me that begged you to stay while I searched for my mother’s killer.”
 “And you are still seeking him.”
 “No,” Kellan lied, “I will never find him now. My best hope is that the Jendayans get him. Too many years have passed.”
 Elan watched him in the gloom for a long moment.
 “What are you going to do, Kellan?” It was an accusation as much as a question.
 “I will remain with the Band for as long as they will have me. But whatever the outcome, this is not your war.”
 “I cannot believe I am hearing this,” Elan said with dismay. “Not my war? Do you think that the Jendayan Empire will overlook Lythuria? How can you say that, knowing what I stand to lose if this war should be lost. And you; remember what you have waiting there too.”
 “I just think you would be better off if you went home now. One man will not make a difference either way.”
 “I still cannot believe I am hearing this from you; after all your talk. You told me that if you ever remained in a place of safety to allow others to fight in your stead for the freedom of your land, that you would lose the right to call yourself a Northlander. Well, I can tell you now that I will not cower in safety until it is too late and the Jendayans march up to my own home.”
 “Lythuria is safe,” Kellan argued. “How could you march an army up those steps? A child in his first year of martial training could hold that approach for as long as he could stay awake, with enough arrows piled at his feet. It is a self-contained enclave of no value to Jendaya. It is the safest place in the world.”
 “So you say.”
 “Look,” Kellan said reasonably, “we have been harrying this invasion for the best part of a month. We are not slowing them down.”
 “Then come home with me.”
 “I cannot. Not yet.”
 “Then you should get used to having me around,” Elan replied, spurring his horse to a quicker pace and away from Kellan’s side.
Why do people have to be so stubborn?
 Kellan directed his thoughts elsewhere.
 The ‘smirker’ had survived this far; he had fought well, and perhaps redeemed a little of what was left of his soul. But tomorrow they would cross into Dasar, and Kellan knew that he would have to act soon.
On top of all that, he had become increasingly certain that he was being stalked. The constant tension had him wound up like a coiled spring, ready to unravel at any moment at the least provocation.
 The least his friends could do was to do what he bloody well asked of them!
 
 The attack, when it came, was sudden.
The sentry’s cry of alarm was cut off sharply, an hour before the sun was due to rise. Kellan was jolted awake under the canvas sheet that served as a tent, held above him by a thin pole and weighted at the corners with stones.
 He crawled out from his crude shelter, stiff with cold and lack of sleep, trying to clear his head. Shouts rang out across the encampment, calling men to arms, and rousing those not woken by the first scream.
 Another scream, this time closer, and again, cut off with abrupt efficiency.
 How could they have got so close without being seen?
Kellan drew the Calm around him, clamping down on his fear and replacing it with clear, composed thought. Everything around him seemed to slow, as his uncluttered mind was able to deal with the minutiae of his surroundings, unhindered by irrational emotion. The Daemon thrashed against its prison walls, droning wildly like a thousand wasps shaken in a box, as though it sensed what was coming.
Elan arrived at his side, with an arrow nocked, his eyes searching the quarry walls for the attack to come. Kellan drew his Jendayan blade and held it in a defensive pose.
 “Which direction are they coming from?” Elan asked desperately.
 Wordlessly, Kellan looked to the near horizon of the quarry to the south-west. Even as men stumbled about in the dark, drawing weapons and finding their boots, Kellan saw the attackers.
There was no moon, and so the raiders were just deeper shadows occluding the starlight as they leapt from the rim of the quarry. Two jet black shapes fell with inhuman ease to land among the frantic soldiers in the Arbis Moran camp. Men screamed as the shadows struck out with terrifying speed, ripping through leather armour and opening deep gouges in the flesh beneath.
 Kellan ran towards the melee, aware of numerous members of the Band and ‘Remnants’ joining him. Elan ran, sure footed over the uneven ground even in the dark, with his bow half drawn in readiness. The throng of Arbis Morans around the enemy was too thick to see beyond, but men still screamed in alarm and pain as they fought.
At first he took them to be large wolves, hunched low as they were encircled, striking out with claws in defence, but as he drew closer it became clear that they were no such thing. They were unlike anything he had ever seen, creatures of dark nightmares that chased fevered imaginations to panicked wakefulness. Their skin was black and without texture at all, difficult to focus on, the gaze slithered off the flesh, unwilling to dwell on it for any more than a heartbeat. Their hind legs were short and thick; powerful for driving forward with savage lunges that allowed their massively disproportionate forelimbs to swipe with deadly force. The opened chests of those that stumbled away dazed, or already lay dead, spoke of sharp talons at the end of those enormous arms. Long slender torsos flexed like vipers, turning this way and that to face anyone brave enough to attack.
 The toothless mouths that split their heads almost in two were set in a rictus grin that mocked with its apparent relish. Ringing the low dome of their heads were small gleaming bead-like eyes, like polished nuggets of obsidian, regarding their prey with heartless scrutiny.
Elan drew and fired an arrow through a gap in the ring of reluctant militiamen, drawing another from his quiver as soon as it was free and firing again. Two shafts sprouted from what could only be regarded as the chest of one of the creatures, drawing its attention to Elan. To his horror, as it paused to focus on him, the arrows slid slowly through its flesh, as though it consisted of thick, black honey, and fell harmlessly at its feet. It leapt, clearing the heads of the circle of militiamen, to land with cat-like grace two paces from the Lythurian. Even as it moved through the air, Kellan was moving to attack, and it was that speed of reaction that saved Elan’s life. The Jendayan blade bit deeply into the shoulder of the shadowy beast, drawing its attention away from Elan and onto its new assailant.
As soon as the blade bit, Kellan knew that he had done it no harm. The wound closed almost as quickly as the sword had entered, and pulling the sword free was like pulling a stick from thick, sucking mud. The creature licked its lips with a slender black tongue, and regarded Kellan with its numerous soulless eyes. It made a chittering sound, then lunged at him, swiping at the place that Kellan had been a moment ago with deadly claws. But Kellan was quick, leaping back as the beast struck, his sword carving an arc through the air to meet the creature’s forelimb. He felt resistance as his blade passed through the leg, and severing the end. The lump of black flesh fell onto the stony ground, but the creature was not deterred. It simply reached out with the fresh stump to the severed body part and brought them together. They fused in moments, and the creature was complete again.
 The second creature did not bother itself with leaping over the Arbis Morans; it simply barged through, swinging its forelimbs outwards to smash through the wall of flesh and bone, sending men tumbling, broken, to the ground.
They both fixed on Kellan, beginning to circle hungrily. Lythurian arrows thudded into the side of one in rapid succession, distracting it momentarily. Kellan took that instant to attack, taking two strides towards it and leaping over it. He slammed his foot down, hard onto the top of the creatures head, using that small extra impetus to land behind its tail-less back end, turning in the air as he did so. He landed as he drove the sword, point first, downward into the base of its back, crippling its back legs for a moment and forcing it to collapse at the rear. But even as he pulled his sword free, the creature was shaking off the attack, its rear limbs scrabbling back to life.
 “Is there no killing those bastards?” he heard Blunt cursing over the clamour.
 The creatures were encircled once more, this time with Kellan in the middle with them. Truman ran in at the rear of the other creature, but its crown of eyes saw in all directions, and it spun, snake-like, to face him. He managed to thrust his rapier into its shoulder as it turned, but the blade stuck, and he was held for a dangerous moment. The beast could easily have felled him with a swipe of its massive front limb, had Valia not brought her own broadsword scything down into its head. The force of the blow and its imbalance brought the creature crashing to the ground. Men fell upon it with new vigour seeing it thrashing wildly, clearly injured. Swords were driven into it from all angles, hacking and slashing to finish it once and for all.
It grew still, and, exhausted soldiers pulled their swords free, or left them where the protruded from the dark flesh.
 “That showed it,” Foley managed, with strained bravado.
 “One more to go,” Alano reminded him. But even as they backed away to regroup for the second beast, they were horrified to see the prostrate shadow stirring. Weapons left stuck into it began to ooze towards the ground, and severed parts came together with the main body. Slowly, it regained its footing, and rose with a shake of its head.
 “Oh no,” Foley managed, before it lunged again. He barely dived aside in time, but one of the Band beside him was nearly cut in two at the waist by the blow. They scattered again, keeping a wary distance from the prowling creature that now returned its attention to Kellan and its companion.
Kellan had been dancing around the other creature, landing blows where he could and narrowly avoiding being cut down himself several times. Elan distracted it with regular, well placed arrows, and several crossbow bolts from the militiamen helped to keep its attention split.
The creatures prowled around him, shaking off the arrows, splitting his defence. Truman arrived at his side, and they stood back to back.
 “They want you, Kellan,” he said. “Why do they want you?”
 Valia and Foley joined them in the middle of the circle, swords held ready.
 “Stay close together,” Valia urged.
 Arrows thudded into the creatures’ flanks, but slid out again as though they had penetrated nothing more than warm wax.
 “What are you?” Kellan mouthed. Then, one leapt at the small group. Valia was nearest and deflected the lunge with a sideways swipe of her two-handed longsword.
Kellan searched with his mind, and found what he had expected. He was surrounded by the minds of his allies, glowing like constellations around him, but there were two anomalies. Two knots in the strange view of his surroundings that he could not penetrate. Another attack was deflected, this time by Truman, but he had been injured in the attack. Kellan pushed those events away and concentrated on those blank spaces where the creatures’ bestial minds should be. He probed, even as another attack knocked Foley to the ground. Kellan was dimly aware of Marlon coming to his brother’s aid, and Alano and three of the ‘Remnants’ rushing in to join the clump of defenders. He pushed, but like the beasts’ flesh, the area around their minds was thick, like treacle. Blunt was there too now, cursing and swearing at the monsters, daring them to attack.
Kellan looked deeper, forcing his will beyond those cloaks that obscured the creatures’ minds, trying to learn a little more of their nature if nothing else. More soldiers rushed in, attacking with futile blows, shouting in anger at these horrors that would not die.
The veil cracked, giving him a glimpse of the dark and warped intellects within. Their link to the Life-force originated pure and clean, but grew darker and more tainted the closer it got to their minds, tethering them with tendrils of slick, inky darkness.
All around him, men fought and died as the creatures tried to break the defence around Kellan. A thought occurred to him; he sheathed his sword and tentatively reached for that tendril of life, linking the creatures to the Life-force. His mind recoiled from the abhorrence there, but he pressed on. With a supreme force of will, he forced the link apart, which wafted away like smoke, receding back to the source in a heartbeat.
The creature was in mid-air when it died, its Life-force severed as it leapt. An exhausted Valia parried it with her last strength, knowing that the next attack would get through. It fell limply to the ground. The remaining creature, tensed its short hind legs to attack. Kellan stepped past the soldiers that had gathered in the centre of the circle, gently pushing a man aside with unhurried ease. Then he stood still, regarding the creature’s tiny arachnid eyes, and raised his hand, palm facing the beast.
 “No,” he said quietly, as he severed its link to life with a thought. It lunged in the instant of its death, skidding across the ground in a clatter of stones to lie perfectly still at Kellan’s feet.
He pushed out with his mind, searching for more pockets of shrouded opacity, feeling for flaws in the normally unobstructed place where minds were open to him. He found none, and slowly allowed the Calm to slip from his mind, opening it to the myriad emotions that had been clamouring to distract him. He took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts, knowing that there would be answers sought.
His companions stood, staring at him, many with blood streaked armour and wounds that oozed wetly. Their expressions were a mixture of shock and fear, anger and confusion.
 “Kellan?” Truman said from his position on the ground. “What was that?”
His mind swam as he looked around at the carnage. So many were dead. Corpses littered the quarry, and moans from the wounded were all that filled the silence that followed. He could barely understand what had happened himself. The clarity with which he saw things a few moments ago when wrapped in the calculating reason of the Calm was gone now, replaced with a confusion of emotions knotting his mind in a cat’s cradle of perplexity.
 “I…” he began.
 “Kellan!” Elan arrived, breathless at his side. “Are you hurt?”
Kellan shook his head dumbly, looking at his hands, turning them over as if unable to believe that he was unmarked, searching his body for injury.
Granger was staring at one of the beasts where it lay, twisted and motionless on the ground. He looked from it to Kellan with a sad expression, but one that carried his support and love. He nodded, almost imperceptibly, jaw firm as Kellan was slowly swamped by those wanting answers.
 “What did you do, Kellan?”
 “What are they?”
 “Why were they trying to kill you?”
 “Will there be more?”
 “How did you kill them?”
 “Why did you not kill them sooner?”
The last was from Marlon. The big Dasari man was cradling the unmoving body of his younger brother, Foley, on the ground. There was a wetness in the eyes of the mercenary that told Kellan that Foley was gone. A gash across his chest from the beast’s claws had gone through armour, flesh and bone, to kill him instantly.
 There was nothing he could say. He stumbled dumbly away, without direction, only making it as far as the quarry’s edge, where the unforgiving rock gave way to that small cluster of trees He used the nearest tree to steady himself, and then collapsed to his knees, sobbing.
 Why had Ganindhra shown him this gift without telling him how it could be used? Why show a man the way to look upon a being’s link to the Life-force, yet not tell him how dangerous a place it could be? Had the fallen God not known that Kellan would find a way to kill with a thought? Why not warn him? Was it a way to kill Abaddon?
 He sat staring at the horizon, until the sun began to rise. By then he had made up his mind.
 
After Blunt had watched Kellan walk away from the scene of the battle, he began rallying the men. The wounded were treated as best they could, whilst the dead were to be buried in shallow graves at the northern wall of the quarry.
 “Have those things cut into as many pieces as you can manage, put them in sacks, and bury them. Each sack in a different hole at least a dozen paces apart,” he ordered.
 “They are dead, I assure you,” Granger told him.
 “Bollocks. I saw those bastard offspring of a rancid whore pull themselves together before. It won’t happen again. Anyway, what makes you a bloody expert?”
 “I have seen these before,” Granger said truthfully, although that was centuries earlier. No need to add that bit however.
 “What are they?”
 “They are called the Shar,” he said. “They are only found in an area now held by the Jendayan Empire.”
 “Shar,” Blunt repeated, Valia and Olimar appearing at his side to hear what Granger might know.
 “The Shar were created long ago as a weapon. They are not of this world. They have no place here, and are rightfully persecuted. They were hunted to near extinction many centuries ago, but a few survived, driven into deep caves and sealed in with massive boulders. They have faded into folklore.”
 “‘Hunted to near extinction’,” Blunt repeated. “How in the name of buggery were they hunted to near extinction. They are nigh on impossible to kill.”
 “Sever the head; if you can.”
 “A little late for advice is it not? That bloody Aemoran stopped them, in his own sweet time, but I swear, it was not by any means I am familiar with.” He brandished his sword to illustrate his point.
 “You know Kellan has a special gift.”
 “Why did he wait so long?” Olimar asked. “They were clearly trying to kill him. Those other poor sods were simply in their way.”
 “It is less simple than you may think,” Granger said by way of explanation.
 “Really? Well maybe it is simpler than you think,” Blunt said threateningly. “I think that the boy is a liability. We lost…” He looked to his son for confirmation.
 “Twenty eight dead, twelve seriously wounded,” Olimar supplied.
 “Twenty eight dead soldiers that I needed to fight the bastard Jendayans. Now if he is so bloody special that creatures of legend are crawling out of holes in the ground to kill him, then I think he would be better to stay well away. I appreciate his service this far, and will pay a generous severance fee, but I would rather he pissed off than put this army at risk again!” He turned to storm off before pausing to add, “Put that in your bloody book!”
 Olimar left with his father, leaving Valia alone with Granger.
 “How is Truman?” he asked.
 “He will live, sadly,” she replied, but a tired smile belied the comment.
 “Perhaps I can be of use caring for the injured. I am no fighter, but I am sure I could dress a wound.” He had seen it done across many worlds, with every degree of injury sustained. How difficult could it be?
 “You should stick to cooking. There have been enough deaths this morning.”
 Granger sagged tiredly, rubbing his eyes. “I am sorry about Foley.”
 “Yes, I will miss him,” she said sadly.
 “He always seemed to be needling you with his jokes. I was not sure how close you were.”
 “He was a good friend,” she said with a sad smile. “A joker and a fool; but a good friend all the same.”
 “I heard you threaten to kill him on more than one occasion,” Granger observed.
 “Yes, but he knew I was just being…prickly.”
 “I am sure he did. Just don’t let ‘being prickly’ stand between you and those eager to avoid your barbs.”
 Before she could say anything in response, Granger brightened. “Now,” he said, “how about some breakfast?”
 She declined. “I could not face food right now. Really, go and help with the wounded if you think you can be of any use.”
 “Very well. But remember what I said about those barbs.” Granger left her to her thoughts.
 
 “I will not allow it,” Krennet insisted. “They are men of the Arbis Moran Militia, and I shall not have them buried in unmarked graves in this place.”
He had drawn himself up to his full height, managing to look down at Blunt as he argued with the mercenary leader. Blunt, for his part, had no need to puff himself up. The Governor was thin, and spindly when compared to the stocky fighter, his saggy paunch the only part that lent any real weight to his meagre frame.
 “Then I would welcome you to have them returned to Ter’Arbis for a proper burial,” Blunt replied through clenched teeth.”
 “That is a ridiculous suggestion, and you know it.”
 “Then what do you suggest?”
 “That we should at least carry them with us, until a more suitable site is reached.”
 “This mountain range extends for over five hundred miles east of here,” Blunt said, incredulous. “Would you have us carry rotting corpses all the length of them, just so that we can dig a deeper hole in Dasar?”
 Krennet sniffed. “You may place a lower value on those under your command, Blunt, but I have a greater respect for those fallen under mine.”
It was possible to see the blood rise up Blunt’s thick neck, flooding his face as he seethed with rage. He raised a finger and held it a hair’s breadth from Krennet’s nose. “Now you listen to me you jumped up, arrogant little bastard. I firmly believe that the best of you was left to run down your whore mother’s arse. I would value one of my men above twenty of yours, and furthermore, Governor, the next time you lecture me about men under your command, you had better make damn sure that you have been bastarding commanding them! Not cringing in your tent like some milk fed pup without the balls to face the enemy.
 “Now I lost good men today too, but I will be bent over and buggered by the whole Jendayan Empire, before I risk any more of their lives for such a turd-brained errand as carrying dead bodies through these bloody mountains.” Krennet had backed away against the onslaught, but Blunt kept pace, voice raised to a shout, backing him up towards the watching Arbis Moran camp. Not a sword was unsheathed. “Now, we will be leaving this place by midday, and if you care to be among us, I suggest you give the bloody order to start shifting rocks and get your dead underground, or leave them here for the buzzards. Either way, I don’t give a goat’s scraggy arse, but kindly do it without letting me see your pampered little sulking face until such a time as I have killed in anger, or I swear I may just ram my fist so far down your skinny little neck that I can punch you in your inadequate, dried-up bollocks from above. Have we reached a bastarding understanding here?” The veins were proud of Blunt’s neck as he finished with a bellow that almost knocked Krennet from his feet. The Governor gathered as much dignity as he could, and stalked away to his tent, where he remained until midday.
 Blunt stormed past Olimar as his son tried to calm him. Valia matched his step.
 “It may not be wise to cause a rift in the army,” she said. “We need his men.”
 “Save it for someone who cares, Valia,” he replied. “It needed saying.”
 “You are probably right, but maybe if we send a few of ours over to help with the graves…”
 “Are you insane? To what end?
 “Simply a goodwill gesture aimed at his men, not him.”
 “He has more than enough men to shift rocks.”
 “Yes he does, and it is those men, and not Krennet that we rely on in battle. If they resent us too, then we may lose them when it matters most.”
 Blunt stopped, and sagged a little, deflating with a sigh. “Once again, you make good sense, Valia. You do as you think best. Now, where’s my bloody hat?” He grumbled away to his tent, to find his gaudy headwear.
 Granger arrived at her side. He had blood on his hands. “Emmelle died. He had lost too much blood.”
 “That makes four from the Band,” she sighed. “How is Marlon?”
 “Quiet. Insisted on burying Foley himself.”
 Valia shook her head. “Those things were after Kellan. Why?”
 “Kellan is different. Perhaps they sensed that.” He winced at the half-truth. He knew, now, beyond any doubt that Abaddon was behind the invasion. Sooner or later he would have to tell the truth, but would he be believed?
 She eyed him sceptically, sensing the evasion, and then looked away. “How is Truman?”
 “His injury will keep him from playing the lute for a few days,” he replied.
 “Fate shines a ray of light upon us at last,” she muttered.
 “But he is already composing an ode to the heroics of those who stood against the Shar. I believe that you will feature quite prominently in it.”
 Valia rolled her eyes. “I cannot wait.”
 After more silence, she said, “What will you do now?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “About Kellan. I am not sure how much longer Blunt will have him here if he draws that sort of trouble.”
 “I believe he would cause a whole lot more were he not among friends.”
 She looked hard at him again. “For some reason,” she said puzzled, “I believe you when you say that. I will speak to Blunt; he often says things he does not mean in the heat of the moment.”
 “Thank you, Valia.”
She looked around at the dejected camp. Weary soldiers were burying their friends in rocky ground. Even the Arbis Morans were getting on with the task despite Krennet’s objections.
 “What are we doing here, Granger? What hope do we have?”
 “There is always hope, Valia. There is always hope.”
 
Kellan felt numb looking at those piles of stone, and he was not using the Calm. Seeing them arranged side by side in front of him like that, with such military precision, seemed ludicrous somehow. To think that so many had died, killed by the Shar that had been sent to kill him, was a notion that would not take seat in his mind. The thought flitted about, trying to land but always slipping from the slick, polished armour that he found protecting his consciousness from the terrible truth. He knew that it was so, yet when he attempted to let the knowledge settle, his thoughts fled, like a jittery horse from its bridle.
Perhaps he was protecting himself from the truth. In some way, his mind was refusing to allow the blame to rest where it ought to, to shield him from the guilt that would follow.
 Numb.
Not the numbness of the Calm. That was precise and uncluttered. This was soporific.
He joined the back of the column as they left the quarry. Giaco had been scouting ahead with two of the ‘Remnants’ for several hours, leaving Rino to lead them along the path he had taken. The guides confessed that east of the Mathalin, in Dasar, they would themselves be entering into unknown territory, neither of them ever having been that far from home. They knew where the crossing was however, and that is where they were headed now.
 To kill with a thought.
Could Kellan reach out now and rip the ‘smirker’s’ link to the Life-force from him? Could he do the same to Beklis? Could he massacre the entire city of Kor’Habat from the comfort of his own thoughts? Lay waste to the Jendayan invaders?
 Surely Ganindhra would not knowingly have given him that power. It was more than any one man should have, but in his hands, could it be used for good? Could Ganindhra himself do it?
Something told Kellan that the way he saw that realm of tenuous wisps linking mortals to the Life-force was not exactly the same as how Ganindhra saw it. As far as he knew, there was nobody else with the gift; if there were, surely people would have noticed by now. At some point the power would have been abused, and petty vengeance meted out on whole groups of people. Nations even.
 There was a strange impetus he drew from the Daemon; he knew that. In battle, whilst the Daemon raged and buzzed in its restraint, he was driven by it; empowered by it even. There was more to his actions than mere clarity of thought could be responsible for. So surely it was the Daemon that provided the impetus for his most inhuman feats.
That thought gave him pause. Was he a slave to it already?
 He dismissed the notion. He was Kellan Aemoran. The Daemon would not have him as long as he was able to mute his emotions within the Calm. Without anger, the daemon could not take him. Without rage, the Daemon was a source of power to be directed as Kellan willed. And he would draw on that power as much as it took.
He considered, right then, killing Jarone the ‘smirker’, stealthily with his mind, and being done with it, but that would be too impersonal. His mother had been raped; he had seen the tattered blouse and ruffled skirt. Men had congratulated each other with knowing grins and laughed their crime off with the ease that a cat flicks a fly from its ear. The ‘smirker’ would have to know why he was dieing.
 ‘I promise you that that man will not see the sunrise in Dasar. I swear that I will find a time and place to end his sorry life and give you some solace.’
Those were the words he had spoken to the farrier before they left Mallin. The man’s fury had struck a chord with Kellan. Why should such crimes go unpunished?
 
 It was late afternoon when they reached the Mathalin River. The rough, red, dusty rock had given way to easier ground over the last hour, and they now followed a track through stunted trees, downwards into the valley.
 The path grew steeper and steeper, eventually winding back on itself in a series of short sharp turns to reduce the angle of descent. Deeper in to the valley, the trees grew taller and more assured as the soil became deeper and richer, and soon mighty pines that three men with their hands linked would struggle to encircle were commonplace. As the thunder of the river grew louder, Kellan stared up through the darkening canopy, catching glimpses of their slender tops bowing gracefully in the wind above.
It was just such a pine that would see them across the turbulent waters of the Mathalin. A huge stem had been felled across the river to span the gorge, and then cleaned of its branches. The top surface had been worked, painstakingly, with an adze to give a flat walkway two short strides in width. The adze marks in the centre were worn smooth by countless footfalls, but those at the edges were still rough where travellers had avoided putting their step. On the upriver side, a waterfall plunged from above them, plummeting in a broad curtain into the valley sixty feet below, pounding the waters relentlessly and throwing up a mist that hung in the air like ever shifting ghosts
 “The wood becomes slimy with damp in this valley,” Giaco told them. “It is tradition that every crossing is done with a handful of sand to cast onto the wet timber in front of your feet. In this way, the bridge is kept usable.”
 “You heard the man,” Blunt ordered, “get your hands dirty, and blinker the bloody horses, we don’t need them taking fright on that bridge.”
In turn, they took tentative steps onto the log, growing in confidence as they realised how solid a structure it was. The thundering cascade fell to their left as they crossed, churning dizzyingly under their feet. Each man cast his handful of sand where he thought it was most needed, and hurried his step towards the end of the crossing, jumping down with relief from the massive trunk onto rough stone steps.
Kellan walked slowly across, staring at the water, and thinking how much it reminded him of that day when he had first entered Lythuria. He had been spell bound by the tiny droplets breaking free from the clutches of the mother river to float alone for the briefest of moments. The Calm that he used to leash his anger was learned by remembering his own moment spent suspended in space, rushing, unfeeling towards the inevitable conclusion of the crushing turmoil below.
 “I know what you’re thinking.” It was Elan, behind him.
 “How do you know?”
 “Because I am thinking it too. But these mountains are a far cry from our home. We will see Lythuria’s Veil again my friend. I know it.”
 Kellan walked on slowly.
He envied those droplets now. Their existence was brief, but could his be considered any more enduring? Knowing what he knew, could he really think of his own life having any greater significance than a droplet of water when compared to the endurance of the one he would have to face? He was a drop of water in a river of humanity, and he may have broken free from it for an instant, but it would throw him against the rocks and crush him in the churn in time.
 The horses crossed without major incident, though a few needed to be cajoled a little. Even blinkered, they sensed that there was alarming amount of air beneath them, and were hesitant on the log.
 “We will find a suitable site for an encampment up that way a little,” Blunt said, waving vaguely up the correspondingly steep slope on the east side of the Mathalin. “Giaco, Rino, I know this is not your patch any more, but you haven’t failed me yet, don’t bloody start now. Take a couple of my men, and scout ahead. We will stick to the trail and meet you along it at some point. Sooner than bloody later I hope.” He took off his wide brimmed hat and fanned his sweaty face. It was humid amongst the trees, and everyone was feeling the heat, but Blunt had done a great deal more walking than he would have liked, with ever-stiffening ankles. It did not put him in good spirits.
 
Jarone hated the second shift on sentry duty. He would sooner get it out of the way, and then go to his bedroll as the coldest part of the night was descending. But he had been mildly pleased to find that he would be awaiting the sun with Teodor. The man shared his sense of humour, and seldom went on sentry duty without a wineskin hidden about his person. They had taken up a position to the north of the camp, a hundred paces through the sparse woodland.
 “I swear Teodor,” he said, “the whores in Moshet will make you forget your own mother with their skills.”
 “So I have heard, but when have you been to Moshet?” his friend said doubtfully.
 “It is many years ago now. I was working escort duty for a merchant. Friend of the old Governor. Anyway, we had five days in Moshet, and my friend, I nearly forgot to come back.”
 “Were they that good?”
 “Unstop that wineskin, and I’ll tell you more,” he said with a grin that was twisted by the scar on his left cheek.
 Teodor hesitated before removing a skin from under his heavy cloak. “You know me too well.”
 “Keep it well hidden though; that ‘Scurrilous’ Blunt will have you flayed if he catches you.”
 “Catches us,” Teodor corrected his friend.
 Jarone chuckled and held out his hands eagerly.
 “The thing is,” he said as he took a drink. “The whores in the merchant parts of the city are well schooled, and trained in the carnal arts, and I could not fault their ability one bit. Not one bit. There are things they can do with just their feet that will have you at their mercy, and do you know what a ‘Milkmaid’s embrace’ is?”
 “No,” Teodor said, leaning forwards, eager to learn.
 “Well,” he took another long swallow, “you ask for one when we reach Moshet. You will not be disappointed, my friend.”
 “If we go to Moshet. Damned city might be empty, or in Jendayan hands by the time we get there.”
 “We will go to Moshet, and believe me, the whores will be among the last to leave. When husbands pack their wives and children onto wagons to send them east to safety, who do you think will comfort those poor men in the night?”
Teodor’s face brightened as he caught up. “The whores.”
Jarone smiled indulgently. “But if you really want to have more fun than any man ought to be allowed,” he said with that wicked grin, “you need to go to the slums. Oh, Teodor. The girls” he said, and then paused, lost for words. “Young. So young, and the things that they will let you do to them for your coin? Anything.” He stared at his friend intently, and spelled it out slowly. “Anything. They will do anything.”
Jarone sat back and enjoyed his friend’s wineskin again, before offering it back to his dumbstruck companion.
 “Anything?” he said.
 “Anything,” Jarone repeated with a suggestive leer.
 Teodor took a long drink. “Then we must reach Moshet. Quickly.”
 “My thoughts exactly,” Jarone grinned. “I see no reason to stay here with this doomed army. We should take a pair of horses when the opportunity arises, and make our own way. What do you say?”
 Teodor looked thoughtful, and then took another long drink.
 “Count me in. Has this gone any further?” he whispered.
 “Just you and me, my friend.”
Teodor threw the wineskin to Jarone and winked. “Need a piss.” He stood and turned, and walked away to a tree, unbuttoning his fly as he went.
 “How soon?” He cast over his shoulder as he relieved himself.
 “Soon. A few days at most. We should volunteer for the next scouting party; they are usually on horseback.” Came the hushed reply
 “What about whoever else is in the party?”
 “It will most likely be those fools from Mallin. Kill them if necessary, I don’t care.”
 “Let us hope it does not come to that. We could bind them. Leave them for the rest to find.”
 Teodor waited for a response as he finished urinating against the tree. “I mean, there is no need to kill them. Is there?”
 Still no reply. He turned as he buttoned his fly and saw his friend standing, clutching his throat, his hands dark with the blood that spilled from between trembling fingers.
 “Jarone?”
 Jarone’s mouth worked silently, only a gurgle escaping him as he fell to his knees; horror etched onto his face.
 “Jarone!”
 Teodor was running back towards the encampment before his friend was dead. He was shouting all the way, raising the alarm. Some silent assassin had clearly made his way into the camp and must be stopped.
 It was some time before they realised that the assassin had been making his way out.
 
 Blunt had called a meeting shortly after the discovery of Kellan’s flight. Olimar and Valia stood behind him where he alone sat on a flat rock. He was quiet; thoughtful as he waited for everyone to gather and settle down.
 Governor Krennet was present to represent the Arbis Morans, as was Alano Clemente to speak for those from Balina in neighbouring Bal Mora. Truman, Granger and Elan had been summoned to speak for Kellan, and to answer in his absence, for his deed.
The atmosphere was tense. The fact that Blunt was a picture of silent contemplation and not foul-mouthed bluster was reason enough to heighten the tension, but there was concern, at least on Granger’s side of the meeting, for Kellan’s safety as well.
 Blunt eyed Granger, Elan and Truman, his steely gaze holding each in turn as he tried to see within their skulls and read their thoughts at that moment.
 “You three men know Kellan better than anyone here,” he said quietly. “I need you to help me make sense of what has happened.”
 “What can we possibly tell you?” Truman asked.
 “There are so many things that go unexplained,” he replied. “His prowess on the battlefield should have been warning enough to steer well clear, but I confess, I found his skill useful to the Band. Then the incident on the ship. In the storm,” he looked at Granger. “You did not explain that to my satisfaction, and I foolishly let it slide. Then we lost near on thirty men to the Shar; creatures intent on killing Kellan, which he in turn felled with a whisper. Once again, I let it go as if it were merely a skirmish with tavern toughs. I swear to you, I am either getting soft in my old age or my mind is addled.
 “Now he has slipped into the night, unseen by the sentries, leaving one with a grin below the chin, if you get my meaning.”
Krennet looked indignant; puffing his skinny chest out as far as it would go. “He murdered one of my men.”
 “How do you know that was Kellan’s doing?” Elan said. “For all you know that man could have been killed by someone abducting Kellan.”
 A choked laugh escaped Blunt. He gestured to Valia.
 “This was found on the body of the Sentry; Jarone, I believe.” she said, throwing a square of delicate, embroidered fabric onto the ground in the middle of the group.
 “What is it?” Truman asked.
 “Giaco tells me it is a favour. A token of love given by a bride to her new husband as proof of her virtue. It is a tradition in Mallin.”
 “And much of Bal Mora,” Alano added. “My Casilda gave something very similar to me when we married. I still keep it.”
 “And what has it to do with Kellan?” Truman said with a shrug.
 “I saw the Farrier in Mallin give this to Kellan before we left the town.” Valia said.
 “Why would he give that to Kellan?” Truman said. “Were they to be wed?” His attempt at humour failed miserably, falling on the ears of an unreceptive audience.
 “Jarone was accused of raping that same farrier’s daughter,” Olimar said.
 “A crime for which he was never tried,” Truman pointed out, aiming the comment at Krennet, who only looked bored in response.
 “But Kellan saw fit to carry out a punishment all the same,” Olimar said.
 There was a long silence, and then Elan said, “Kellan’s mother was raped.”
 “What?” Blunt said, confused by the purpose of the sudden revelation.
 “When he was a child. His whole village was destroyed by Korathean militiamen. His mother was raped and murdered in front of him. That was why he hated the empire so much. That is why he fought so fiercely. That girl in Mallin; it must have stirred too many bad memories.”
 They all stared at the favour on the ground.
 “Then why run away?” Blunt asked. “He could have killed the man by stealth and stayed. Why this?”
 “I fear that Kellan is at a crossroads,” Granger said, speaking for the first time.
 “A what?” Blunt grunted.
 “I have told you before that Kellan is different; that his abilities are special. But he also carries a great burden as a result.”
 “There is much that you are not telling us, Historian,” Blunt said, leaning forward and placing his hand on the hilt of his sword warningly. “I suggest you let it all out. You have been hiding the truth from us ever since our paths crossed. Now would be a good time to come clean.”
 Granger sighed heavily. “I can tell you what I know, but I doubt that you would believe me.”
 Blunt leaned forward a little further, and smiled humourlessly. “Try me.”
Granger nodded slowly. “You have a right to know, I suppose. You will know that I speak the truth, in time, but for now you can have the facts as I know them. For you to understand fully, I must begin long in the past.”
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Two
 
 
Beginnings…
 
 Kellan practised hard with his sword. He and Truman spent long hours sparring now, the poet surprised at how quick a learner the younger man was. He experimented with the Calm, and found that in the absence of the rushes of emotion, he could break down the moves into simple steps.
 Truman learnt to recognise the look on Kellan’s face just before he became more dangerous. He knew that the young man was using some sort of mental trick to relax into the forms, and knew when to double his guard. Even a cane bound blade could leave a nasty welt, and he had several to prove it.
When under the influence of the Calm, Kellan was able to predict Truman’s moves from his body positioning. It was glaringly obvious what the poet was doing at all times, and all movement appeared slowed, giving Kellan ample time to react to every move.
He had tried to explain the Calm to Truman, but the poet could find no mental handle to complete the trick. Kellan wondered if Ganindhra had done more than just guide him in those sessions; wondered if he had affected Kellan’s mind more directly. But he knew that the memory was his own. That blissful moment suspended above the river, below the sky, beside the tumbling waters. Physically detached, yet bound by the same laws.
Bringing the creature to mind filled him with a sense of loss. He felt both betrayed and betrayer. The support he had craved had not come from those he loved, but then perhaps he had been too hasty in making his decision. Especially as he had been so easily distracted from his original goals for so long.
But there was so much to see in this world, and the sense of wonder and hunger to experience more had, temporarily at least, diverted his energies.
 
One evening, Kellan accompanied Truman to a tavern where the poet was performing. Tonight he brought his lute with him, being one of the occasions that he would be entertaining ‘the rabble’, as he put it. For all his airs and graces, Truman knew as many bawdy songs and rhymes to make a sailor blush, as any other entertainer of ‘the rabble’.
The tavern; ‘The King’s Head’, was a low ceilinged room with whitewashed walls and neatly arranged tables and chairs. When they arrived, there were few customers in, as it was still early and the factories were yet to disgorge their thirsty labourers. They sat and enjoyed a drink as they waited for the room to fill.
 A serving maid winked at Truman as she deposited the tankards on their table, leaning over and pressing her bosoms together with her arms to display her charms. The poet smoothed his moustaches with a roguish grin, and whispered something in her ear. She giggled, and left with a wiggle that was all for Truman’s benefit, but was enjoyed by Kellan as well.
 “You have never told me about home,” Truman said, surprising Kellan from his musing.
 He shrugged after a pause. “There is not a great deal to tell,” he replied.
 “If you do not wish to speak of it, then I will press you no further,” Truman conceded, “but I know so little about the man I have spent the last several weeks with.
 Kellan took a long drink from his tankard.
 “I fled my home in the Northlands when Korathean soldiers, militiamen, murdered my family, massacred the village. I was lucky, and was found by a man who took me in and raised me. I have spent the last ten years or more in Lythuria.”
Truman thumped the table. “Fate man, I have written whole ballads about less. ‘Not a great deal to tell’, indeed. And growing up in Lythuria? You must tell me about that place. I have never been, but have heard so many tall tales about those people. I am told that outsiders are not usually invited to stay, but you were different?”
Kellan held up a hand, chuckling at the poet’s excitement.
 “Easy friend,” he said, “I am not comfortable with my past; that is why I never mentioned it. I left home some months ago with something of a cloud over my head.”
 “A woman!” Truman smoothed his moustaches and leant closer.
 “No. Well, yes,” Kellan stammered.
 “I knew it,” the poet brought his hands together with a crack.
 “No,” Kellan protested, “there is more to it than that. I will tell you in time. For now, your audience awaits.”
A few groups of men had drifted into the tavern while they spoke, and the room was beginning to buzz with conversation.
 Truman snatched the lute up from the table and pointed a warning finger at Kellan.
 “I will have the truth out of you, my friend,” he said, then jumped up onto a stool, with his head almost touching the ceiling
 Kellan laughed at his friend as he began playing a sprightly tune that soon had the drinkers clapping in time to the music.
There was a song about a Duchess and a stable boy, and then one called ‘What the chambermaid wouldn’t do’, which as it turned out, was not much. Kellan had tears streaming down his cheeks, and banged the table for more as the room filled to capacity over the next hour.
After a while, Truman put down his lute, and began reciting short poems. They were all a few short lines in length, and usually about unlikely scenarios a man might find himself in with ladies of easy virtue. He picked on members of his audience, insulting their sexual prowess and calling their wives’ honour into question, yet none took offence. He was self-deprecating one moment, and self-aggrandising the next. It appeared that anything went when you were entertaining ‘the rabble’, and perhaps that was why Truman enjoyed it so much.
 The expressions on the faces of the drinkers was bordering on that of pain as they howled with laughter.
 He continued over the noise:
 
 “There once was a girl from Moshet,
whose cellar was terribly wet,
a neighbour stopped by,
to help pump it dry,
and the poor bugger’s pumping her yet!”
 
He held his hands up, appealing for quiet before launching into another as the hilarity slowly abated.
 
 “A soldier from out of Balina,
had an awfully surly demeanour,
 ‘til a girl he adored,
offered to polish his sword,
and his weapon has never been cleaner!”
 
 The room erupted again, but this time the laughter died as the customers noticed the soldiers in the doorway. Half a dozen Heavy Infantry, in their black, off duty uniforms with the blue-green trim had entered the tavern.
 “Welcome gentlemen.” Truman did not miss a beat. “Please, do come in and join our little party.”
 “We were not waiting for your invitation,” one sneered.
 They forced their way into the tavern, shoving aside bodies as they did, and the crowd made what space they could in the squeeze.
 “You sing songs? Do poetry?” the last soldier asked, towering above Truman. The man had to stoop to keep his head from the ceiling.
 “I do indeed,” Truman said, and offered a bow.
 “Sing me a song to the glory of the Empire,” he said.
 “I am afraid I only know light hearted pieces, for their comedy value rather than their patriotic worth,” Truman apologised.
 “Seems our musician friend is not devoted to the Empire; he cares not for our great victories,” the soldier called to his friends, now at the bar.
 “Not at all,” Truman said, “I only write songs to raise people’s spirits; write poems to challenge their ideals”
 “Then raise my spirits with an account of our past glories. If you love the Empire, then you will know a song or poem that celebrates our brave deeds in the Heavy Infantry.”
 Truman took up his lute hesitantly.
 “There is only one such poem I know,” he said. “Do you know of the Massacre at Coru?”
 “Know of it?” The soldier barked a laugh. “I was there. It was a crushing victory!”
Truman began to pluck the strings, tuning the lute for the next piece. He began to play, with a hauntingly sad melody.
 “This poem,” he spoke over the music, “is an account of the aftermath of that great tragedy.”
 He played a little longer, the lament in the music hung in the air, lulling the listeners. Then the lute fell silent, the strings ringing their last as he silenced the instrument and began to speak; his voice measured and slow:
 
 “Silence falls o’er Battle’s field,
The thrum and thrum is heard no more,
The songbird’s shrill is far from here,
Pitch ravens are the birds of war.
On flesh, and eye, and guts they feed,
Chaos’ seed has given yield,
Her servants set a platter low,
Upon the ground of Battle’s field
 
The Artist sets his easel firm,
Upon a mound, above the mud,
Above the churn; above the seethe,
The shattered swords; the guts; the blood.
With ashen face, and jaw set grim,
His eye takes in all that has been,
With pallet washed in shades of hate,
His brush strokes note of Battle’s field.
 
His brush strokes note of Battle’s field,
Strokes note of anger turned to dust,
Ten thousand hatreds crushed by steel,
Laid low; fell foul to carnage lust.
Each brush-stroke re-enacts the horror,
Thrust and bludgeon, hack and yield,
Each daub of oil, another victim,
A bloodied corpse on Battle’s field.
 
With shaking hand the Artist stops,
No name upon this piece is writ,
For Battle’s field is Death’s own ground,
Let no name pride its place in it.
The tainted grit of Battle’s field.”
 
By the time he finished the poem, all six soldiers had gathered around him. Their expressions were like thunderclouds. The one who had spoken was clenching and unclenching massive fists. All but one of them had to stoop slightly under the low ceiling.
 “Do you seek to mock me, poet?” he asked angrily. “Do you seek to pour scorn on our achievements?”
 “You asked for a testimony to the splendour of war,” Truman replied levelly. “That was it.”
 “That was a dirge,” he growled through clenched teeth.
 “That is fitting, since the battle produced more corpses than heroes,” Truman replied.
Kellan had been moving through the press of bodies to get closer to his friend, with a familiar stirring within him. He was not sure what he could do when he got there; he had no illuminations to cause a diversion, and only a small belt knife to fight with, but he edged closer all the same. The soldiers were not armed themselves as far as he could see; they were dressed in off duty garb, and only two of them had knives similar to his own visible at their hips.
 “I think this one needs a lesson in manners,” the soldier said to his comrades.
 “Take him outside and give him a beating,” said one, “and any others that wish to support him. I could do with the elbow room.”
He emphasised his point by pushing away the customers nearest to him, sending them crashing into those behind. Kellan was briefly caught in the crush caused by one of the stumbling men, but freed himself from the press to get nearer. His heart was thudding in his chest. The animal howl of rage at his core was only dampened by the fear he felt at that moment.
Truman was edging towards the door, as the soldiers closed on him. He spread his hands in submission, just as one of them kicked a stool at him. The furniture was broken before it hit, and fell apart when it struck him in the chest.
The soldier lunged and took Truman by the throat with a huge hand and pushed him through the door, heels skittering on the floorboards. The other soldiers followed, and by the time Kellan fought past the press of bodies, they had surrounded Truman in the street.
 “Now gentlemen,” the poet was saying, “allow me to appeal to your sense of fair play.”
 “You think you can mock us with your pretty words?” one said.
 “That was not my intention, I was merely pointing out the hidden costs of battle,” he replied reasonably.
 “I think the hidden costs of your poetry are about to catch up with you,” another said.
 The men dwarfed Truman, and with them circling him, there was no hope of fleeing. His best hope was for Kellan to divert their attention long enough for Truman to run past them.
 “Koratheans!” Kellan shouted as loud as he could, and hurled a piece of broken furniture at the nearest man. The flimsy wood bounced off the back of the soldier. As one they turned to face him, and Truman took his cue to dart between two of them and sprint away down the street.
 “Kellan, run!” he shouted as he raced away from the soldiers.
Kellan started to follow, pushing through the spectators that had gathered outside the tavern. The soldiers set off in pursuit of Truman; two in particular were surprisingly fast for their size. He darted down a side street, hoping to split their attackers, and a glance over his shoulder confirmed that two were following him. He hurtled down the narrow lane until he came to a crossroads, where he set off in a direction he considered parallel to Truman’s course. The few people out in the street cheered or gaped at the entertainment running by, but no-one intervened. It started to drizzle, a cold sleet that made the cobbles slick with ice and water.
 Despite their size, his pursuers kept him in sight, and he felt his legs begin to tire. He felt for his belt knife, pulling it from its sheath as he turned sharply down another alley. The thrill of the chase gave way to fear when he came to a dead end. He spun, breathing heavily, just as the two soldiers rounded the corner.
They slowed their pace, seeing that their prey was trapped, and approached menacingly. They were silhouetted against the weak, orange glow of the lamps in the street behind them, but he could sense their wicked grins.
 “What have we got here?” said one, cracking his knuckles in readiness for the beating.
 “Nowhere left to run, little rabbit,” said the other, pulling a belt knife that gleamed in the night glow.
 “He’s got himself a weapon there,” the first mocked, “better watch he doesn’t gut you.”
 “I’m gonna cut off his eggs with his own blade,” the other hissed, drawing nearer.
Kellan’s pounding heart was threatening to leap from his chest when he reached for the Calm, allowing it to push his fear aside, replacing it with cold calculation. The buzzing rage that had risen with his fear was silenced too, and he felt a tinge of regret just before emotion dwindled, that he would not fully taste the sweetness it promised.
The soldier’s approach slowed further in his eye, as he took stock of his situation. Everything became no more than an equation to solve. The slick cobbles, the low light, the icy rain falling in large wet lumps, and approaching soldiers; all mere factors to take into account before producing the desired outcome. He danced away from the first lunge, hearing the threats the soldier spoke, but paying them no heed. With escape cut off, it was fight or die as far as he could tell, and when the second lunge came, he sidestepped easily, driving his short blade upwards in to wrist of his attacker.
 The soldier grunted and dropped his knife, momentarily shocked. He grabbed at the wound to stem the flow of blood just as Kellan leapt up and drove the short blade into the back of the man’s neck, severing his spine.
He heard the body hit the ground, but Kellan was already moving quickly across icy cobbles towards the second soldier. The huge man had seen his fellow fall, and howled with rage as he closed the distance between them, with his thick arms spread wide.
Kellan dropped, and slid between the legs of the soldier, slashing his knife across the man’s knee as he glissaded over the slick cobbles. The man shrieked as his leg collapsed under him, tendons severed, and he landed heavily on the ground, trousers wet with blood.
Kellan ran out of the alley, trying to judge where Truman had gone to. He followed the most logical direction and before long heard shouts from up ahead. He still gripped the bloodied knife in his hand as he rounded a corner to see Truman on the ground.
They had caught up with him in an area of warehouses that showed no sign of life at this time of night. One of the soldiers picked him up and slammed a fist into his belly. Truman doubled over, his legs unable to support him, but the soldier held him up effortlessly and threw him to one of the others, who punched him in the ribs.
At the sight of his friend’s bloody face, the rage within him roared like a hurricane, slamming into the wall of the Calm and growing in intensity until Kellan was sure it would break free. The sweetness of it leached through the Calm, giving him a sense of what could be his if he would only release it. His carefully practised containment was rocked by the strength of the surge, threatening to overcome him, buzzing like all the bees in the world bent on escaping the jar he had trapped them in.
He ran at the soldiers, who laughed at the crumpled figure on the wet cobbles between them. The sleet had mingled with the blood, washing the poet’s face with red.
The first one he reached did not even realise that he was there until Kellan was on his back, drawing his knife across the soldier’s throat. As the stricken soldier stumbled forward, Kellan used the momentum to launch himself at the next, colliding with him, wrapping his legs around him for purchase and stabbing with the short blade. The blade may have been short, but Kellan placed the point well, and quickly the soldier stopped trying to grapple with him and instead attempted to push him away. The damage was done, and as the soldier crumpled, Kellan rolled away to avoid the boot of the nearest attacker.
 He watched the soldier’s movements, calculating the optimum time to strike as the furious infantryman leapt the groaning body of his comrade, throwing himself at Kellan. Kellan dropped to one side, striking upwards to take the stumbling man in the throat, then spun clear to let him gasp his last on the cold, wet cobbles.
 He faced the final soldier. He had lifted Truman by the collar and held a knife to his throat.
 “After I spill your lover’s innards on the street, I’m going to take this knife and shove it up your arse.” He screamed the threat, a note of hysteria in his voice.
Kellan brought his hand up, and flicked his wrist as the knife left his grip. It penetrated the soldier’s eye to the hilt. Truman was released as the stunned soldier stumbled back, pawing feebly at the handle protruding from his face.
Kellan could feel the Calm slipping away as he ran at the final soldier. The rage within him shrieked for more, demanding it be sated further. The soldier collapsed easily when he kicked him in the stomach, and he sat looking stunned on the wet cobbles. His head lolled as Kellan punched it. The soldier tried weakly to palm away his attacker with the hilt still protruding obscenely from his socket, but the fury in Kellan kept him striking at the man.
 As the soldier collapsed fully, Kellan fell onto the soldier’s chest and put his fingers around the enormous throat, trying to choke the last of the life out of him. The fury swelled, pouring out, and threatening to engulf Kellan. He felt as though he was standing in a torrent, barely avoiding being washed away. But the deluge was getting higher.
 It was so sweet. So right.
 This anger he had kept locked up for so long would serve now to punish those that thought themselves immune.
 He would unleash his fury upon them.
 No more would they bully and victimise with impunity.
 He felt himself being lost in the rage, dwindling as the lust for blood took over his senses.
 The fury rejoiced as he sank beneath its cloying depths, and as he felt his self being swamped, he heard a voice in the distance. A voice from so far away and long ago that Kellan had to struggle to put a name to it.
 “Kellan Aemoran,” it said.
The fury urged him to ignore it. He was so close to giving himself fully to it. His vision was red. He did not even know if he still held the soldier’s throat; his body was numb, the deafening, roaring buzz filled his ears
 “Kellan Aemoran,” the voice persisted.
 The little left of Kellan struggled to make sense of the voice. A certain familiarity needled him, and his curiosity itched to know. With a supreme effort, he forced himself through the fog that had engulfed him, only barely managing to find himself again. The buzzing fury began to dissipate as he felt himself drawing away from the edge of a precipice.
 “Kellan?” he heard. As sensation slowly returned to his fingers, he loosened his grip on the dead man’s throat. He looked up into familiar eyes and relief washed over him like ice water.
 “Granger?” he said incredulously.
 The old man began to weep. “I thought I’d lost you, boy.”
Kellan staggered upright and embraced the man, who wept openly with relief, squeezing Kellan tightly. He sobbed on Kellan’s shoulder, surprising him with the release of emotion.
 “I’m all right,” Kellan said numbly, as he took in the fact that he was unharmed, despite what he had just done.
 “I am sorry you felt you had to run like you did,” Granger said. “I swear, I will be more understanding in future. Just forgive an old man his protectiveness.”
 “There is nothing to forgive,” said Kellan.
 A groan behind them broke the spell. Granger released him, wiping his eyes on his cuffs and sniffing. Truman was struggling into a seated position on the wet cobbles, as the drizzle turned to a persistent heavy sleet. He was clutching his ribs and grimacing. He took in the bodies arrayed on the ground about him.
 “I think,” he said, wincing at the pain the effort caused, “we should leave the city before sunrise.”
 
 It was not easy, but Granger and Kellan managed to help Truman back to their lodgings, where they gathered their belongings hurriedly. Truman could barely walk with the pain in his ribs, gasping with every movement.
They had no choice but to flee. It would not take long for the militia to glean enough information from the witnesses, scattered between the tavern where it had all started, through the streets, to the bodies at the end of the trail. The poet would be well known, and Kellan’s birthmark would single him out in an instant.
They needed a way out of the city, quickly, before the gates were shut to seal in the perpetrators while the militia searched. Granger banged on the door of a livery stable near the northern gate until the bleary-eyed owner opened the door to him. He purchased a horse, and an old cart the stable owner used for transporting bales across to one of his other stables near the southern gate. He paid more than they were worth, plus a little extra to buy the man’s silence. He was still not sure if the stable owner would hide their transaction from the militia if they asked, but they would need every chance to get away cleanly.
 With Truman and Kellan safely loaded onto the cart with their belongings, they approached West Gate with Granger seated on the box seat at the front. He uncorked a skin of wine and drank deeply, pouring a substantial amount down his chest, staining his shirt.
 “Remember what to do,” he hissed as they approached the gate.
A guard rose lazily and wandered across his path, holding a halberd idly across the road. His fellow huddled beside a glowing brazier for warmth.
Granger was singing softly. “But my love has left me, never to return…”
 He reined the horse to a halt, just close enough to the soldier to make him jump back.
 “Im shorry shir,” he raised a hand in salute, “blasted horse thing, gets more shtubborn every day.”
 The guard rolled his eyes.
 “Leaving it a bit late to be out on the road. There is no moon tonight, and you have no lanterns,” the soldier said.
Granger cursed silently. He took a swig of wine, and offered the skin to the soldier, who declined with a wave.
 “Mmm?” he replied. “Oh, yes. But this old nag may not be any good at shtopping, she knows her way home, and no mishtake.”
 “He,” said the soldier.
 “Mmm?”
 “She is a gelding,” he said walking around to inspect the contents of the cart.
 Granger cursed himself again.
 “Of course, she is a gelding,” he replied imperiously, “I was there the day he became a she.”
 The soldier let it pass, and tapped the feet of the two prone figures in the cart. Truman and Kellan were face down and partly covered with a tarpaulin. They groaned, though Truman did not have to play act, he had been moaning softly at every little bump in the road.
 “Friends of yours?” he asked.
 “Indeed,” Granger replied, “though I feel they do not hold their liquor so much well as Me. I.”
 “Where have you been drinking tonight?” the militiaman asked as he came back to Granger’s side.
 “The Hunted Boar,” he replied, taking another draw from the wine sack, and belching loudly, then covering his mouth with mock horror.
 “And where do you travel to this cold night?”
 “I wish it were to the armsh of my sweet lover,” he slurred, reeling on the box seat, “but sadly, my wife is neither sweet nor lovely, and her arms will no doubt cuff me about the head when I get home.”
 The soldier laughed at that. “Then you and your horse have something in common. No balls!” The other soldier laughed as well, rubbing his hands together over the coals.
Granger joined them, raising his wineskin in acknowledgement.
 “Be off with you,” the militiaman said, slapping the horse on the rump.
Granger struggled to stay upright as the horse lurched forward, and not entirely as part of his routine. He breathed a sigh of relief as they rattled along the packed road, and every mile that they put behind them was a mile further from immediate harm. Soon, he veered off to the north, taking a narrow road that circled the city, in an attempt to confuse the trail, then joined the North road.
 
They travelled on through the freezing night, struggling to see the road ahead, as the sleet turned to snow. The horse was becoming cold and exhausted, much as the three passengers were, and so it was with relief that they happened upon a farmhouse. Granger woke the farmer, and after a long conversation at the door of the stone building, they were given permission to overnight in the barn.
They helped Truman from the cart, and laid him down on some hay, wrapping him as warmly as they could. Between them, Kellan and Granger were able to release the carthorse from its harness, taking mental notes so that they would be able to reattach it in the morning.
They settled down in the glow of the lamp they had found hanging from the doorpost, preparing themselves for the cold night ahead.
 “There is something you have not told me,” Kellan said once he was sure that Truman was asleep, “about myself.”
 Granger sighed. “Yes. You are right. Ganindhra and I wrangled over this during countless talks and arguments. What to tell you. How much to tell you. Where to begin.”
 “What is it?” he asked. “What have you kept from me?”
Granger slumped a little and was lost in thought. Eventually, Kellan jarred him from his reverie.
 “It is about that Life-force I saw isn’t it? The other one. The one that is not my own,” he said. “I think I have always known it was there, but never knew how to approach it.”
 Granger nodded, thinking carefully about what he would say next.
 “For you, the story began at the edge of that stream, as a child near Goat’s Pass,” he began at last. “The day you found that stranger on the bank. But the story began long before that. I will begin with the creation of the world.”
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Three
 
 
 “I will tell you the story,” Granger said to the gathered soldiers, “but doubt me at your peril.” This crude camp in the Mora Mountains was a far cry from the splendour of the Great Hall, but he would do his best to do the tale justice.
He had heard this story and knew it well. The story of the Great Creation, that preceded all others. It was the first in The Book of Lives, penned by Athusilan himself, and the only account in the great book that pre-dated the book itself. Granger took on his role of story teller, puffing out his chest and focussing his mind on the tale. He closed his eyes tightly for a moment then opened them again, glittering with fervour. He took a deep breath before beginning.
 “Before time and space. Before dimension and law. There was only the void. Yet, not so much a void, as that would imply borders; limits; edges. Instead, absolute, profound nothing. And within the emptiness, an infinitesimal point of no size, mass or density, for those are constants that did not exist and were still to come.
 “Yet the point did not truly exist since there was no time, and for anything to be, it must begin and end and time must flow in between. It was an entity unto itself. No mind may contrive to understand it, nor words hope to describe it.
 “It was from this point that the Wave exploded forth, the spherical Wave of Creation that obliterated the nothing, replacing it with space, time and dimension. In its mighty wake, aeons unfolded, gases swirled and coalesced, and matter burned brightly in the new-born heavens, as the new substance danced and pirouetted in great galaxies. The Universe buzzed with energy as stars were born, and collapsed in the flares of supernova. Energy was everywhere in its many kinds, and cohered in pockets of like form.
 “So it was that the Wave touched all planes differently. Sentient pulses were forged by ages into Deities no less imperfect than the heavenly bodies they came to circle, on a plane far removed, only by their difference in energy form. Thought and life were born.
 “The Wave goes on and is pure. Yet that which the Wave creates cannot be so as this would detract from Itself and lessen the truth of Its entirety. Thus Its touch is imperfect, worlds are flawed, laws and Gods, impure since only the Wave is pure. Think not that yours is the only world, nor assume your precepts absolute.
 “There are countless others. This is but one of them…” He stopped, looking at the faces of his audience. They were all silent save for Krennet.
 “This is a sham,” he blustered. “One of my men lies murdered and you spin mythical tales of Gods, and waves. Make sense man, there are no Gods.”
 “That is almost true,” Granger said, having finished the passage he knew by rote, and then began again, this time speaking not from a remembered tale, but piecing together a hundred different stories and putting together a spontaneous summary of events that had brought them all to this point. “You are wrong to dismiss the Gods, though for the most part they are no more. They once abounded. There are many ruins to testify to their existence, once. They were worshipped on this world just as on any other, and they walked the land, and spoke with their people.”
 “This is ridiculous,” Krennet protested. “What purpose does this serve? I did not come here to debate mythical beings with you. Those ruins are from a less enlightened past. Savages who worshipped through ignorance. We know better.”
 “Let him speak,” Blunt warned. “But the good Governor makes a fair argument; get to the point, Historian.”
 “There were many Gods,” Granger continued. “Each presided over several worlds, breathing life into barren places and birthing civilisations. They sowed seeds where they found none, or altered what already existed. Sometimes they shared worlds, and pitted their worshippers against one another like pieces on a board. Many used the lives of mortals for their own petty games, pinning no more importance on them than you would on an insect. But for all the conflict they initiated on the surface of their worlds, they never fought with each other. It was considered unthinkable that the Gods should war directly. With near infinite worlds, there was no need.
 “But, there was one among their number who saw things differently. Abaddon. He grew steadily in power, whilst the others played their games with the mortals beneath them. They did not notice his rise until it was too late. He attacked them directly, destroying that which could not be destroyed. Killing what could not be killed. Immortals.
 “Too late they reacted. Those few that had survived his initial assault banded together to destroy him. That war was fierce. Armies of Angels fought in the heavens, and on the land, whole worlds were consumed in the fires that burned between the two sides and Abaddon swore to destroy all that they had created. The Shar you fought are a remnant of those battles.
 “He was too strong for them. As a final desperate measure, the few remaining Gods poured all that was left of their power into a weapon to destroy Abaddon for good. They knew that they too would almost certainly be annihilated, but they knew that they must save what they had built. Perhaps they had tasted what it meant to be mortal. Perhaps they felt compelled to save their followers.
 “They failed. Abaddon was not killed. He survived, albeit broken by the weapon. Abaddon was separated from his power. He was still immortal, but he needed a mortal body for his power to flourish and bend to his will. We call that power the Daemon.
 “At the moment he knew that he had been struck down, his fury was so great that the Daemon knows only rage. It feeds on it, thrives within it, and ultimately needs it to take control of its mortal host and unleash its full potential.”
 “And when it does?” Blunt asked.
Granger nodded sadly. “That mortal’s world is destroyed. Abaddon will be able to summon his army from his own realm to annihilate everything. The Shar are the work of Abaddon. Those that linger on this world are remnants of that great war. Piece by piece, life by life, he will undo what his enemies created until no more than a cold barren rock remains. In destroying a world, however, his power is once again cast adrift until it can find a new place to take root and work its evil. The Life-Force of the mortal used to tether the Daemon to Abaddon cannot survive the journey to the next world.”
 “How many worlds?”
 “Destroyed?” Granger said. “Thousands. But he has only just begun. Abaddon, ‘Destroyer of Worlds’ has so much havoc yet to wreak.”
 “Are you telling me that the Daemon is here? On this world.”
 Granger only nodded again.
 “Go on,” Blunt urged, “say it. Where exactly is the Daemon?”
 “It is Kellan Aemoran who carries Abaddon’s power. But he can control his rage, and has so far starved the Daemon of its one greatest need.”
Krennet applauded slowly. “Bravo, Sir. Bravo,” he jeered. “A better story I have not heard for some time. Painting the boy as the victim in all of this. A master stroke.”
 “It is a tall tale, Granger,” Olimar agreed.
Elan and Truman stood quietly, digesting what they had heard. So much made sense if they credited Granger’s tale with any truth. Kellan was different, they knew that much, but this explained many things.
 Blunt, who had seen that strange globe of power erupt from Kellan on the ship, casting salt spray and driving rain from him for an instant, before moving with inhuman speed and grace to save the ship, was also given pause for thought.
 And they had all seen the Shar die at a word that night on the mountain.
 Could this story really hold any truth?
 “Why did you not simply kill him?” Olimar asked. “You were close to him, you had his trust. You could have ended this with a merciful blade long ago.”
 “For one thing, the Daemon would have found another host. Killing the carrier does not kill the Daemon, it will leave the dying host and infect the nearest living body; it is not choosy. For another,” Granger’s eyes were wet, “he is my son. I may not have fathered him, but he is my son all the same. What man could kill his son as you suggest? I would have died a thousand times before I would consider that.”
 There was a long silence.
 “If what you say is true,” Valia said, “and I find it hard to believe, then whatever happens to Kellan the Daemon will have its way.”
 “It is inevitable,” Granger replied.
 “So whatever we do, our world is doomed to be destroyed by this Abaddon and his minions,” Valia said. “Whether or not it uses Kellan to break free.”
 Granger nodded. “It has been thus on those other worlds.”
 “How can you claim to know this?” Olimar asked doubtfully. “I have never heard these stories before.”
 “I know because I was once an Emissary.”
 Blunt cocked his head.
 “The Emissaries were created to gather tales of great deeds, to be entered into a compendium, a treasury of the greatest achievements of mortal man, and immortal God. Those stories were entered into the Book of Lives to save them from slipping from memory.”
 “You are saying that you have witnessed these things,” Olimar said sceptically.
 “Witnessed, or heard tell of, yes.”
 “How old are you?”
 “I am almost as old as the Gods themselves.”
 “This is preposterous,” Krennet puffed. “You expect us to believe these things? Gods, Daemons. Destroyers of worlds. And now you claim to be some great high power yourself, old as time and all-seeing.” He laughed bitterly. The others exchanged bemused looks. Perhaps the Historian was insane after all.
 Only Elan looked as though he believed any of it to be true. “Where will he go now?” he asked.
 “I do not know,” Granger sighed. “But I fear that Abaddon is leading the Jendayan army. Kellan may seek to confront him.”
 “He knows then?” Elan asked. “About the Daemon.”
 “He knows.”
 “What can we do to stop him?” Blunt asked.
 Granger shook his head and his voice was no more than a whisper. “I do not know.”
 “Then there is not much we can do. We continue as before and attack where we can as we travel east. If you are a madman or a charlatan, then our worries have not grown. If you speak the truth,” he drew his sword and levelled it at Granger, “then I will not go down without a fight.”
 “As you say,” Truman slapped Granger on the shoulder, trying to lighten the mood, “‘there is always hope’.”
 Granger turned to hold his gaze. “No, my friend. If Kellan does indeed face Abaddon, then all hope is lost.”
 
From within the Calm, Kellan could feel the snow on his shoulders melting and soaking into his coat. He could hear the flakes crackle as they turned from ice to water. A cold trickle ran down his spine from his wet hair, chilling his skin. It was the first snow of the winter, which had been inexorably approaching as he travelled east to Ara Dasari. The weeks had seen the leaves go from red and yellow, to brown, and ultimately to fall onto the ground, carpeting the land with a thin mulch.
 Ara Dasari’s proximity to the Adorim Sea tended to keep the winters mild for the city at the mouth of the Temple Canal. Snow did fall, but tended to melt to a dirty slush as soon as it hit the ground. His boots were heavy with it.
 “Beklis,” he said dispassionately.
The man Kellan had been standing behind for some minutes started. From his seated position at a large desk, he shuffled his chair around to see who had spoken, and found himself looking at the point of a sword.
 “Who are you?” he demanded, and swallowed hard.
 “Governor Beklis,” Kellan said, ignoring the man’s question.
 “That was a long time ago,” he replied, eyes fixed on the blade.
 “Time does not wash away the stains of your life.”
 Beklis’ eyes darted to the rope that Kellan held at his side, then back to the sword. “What is this?”
 “Do you remember a village by the name of ‘Goat’s Pass’?” he asked. “In the Northlands?”
 Beklis gripped the arms of his chair more tightly, and his knuckles went white. “I, am not sure that I do,” he puffed.
Kellan glanced up at the rafters that spanned the room and allowed a few coils of the rope to fall from his grip. Beklis saw the noose at the end, and his eyes widened.
 “Then allow me to refresh your memory,” Kellan said evenly, and flicked the noose over a rafter without lowering the sword. “Innocent men hanged. Women raped and decapitated. Children ripped from their families.”
 Beklis’ eyes narrowed, and his lips moved silently as his memories stirred. “The children were put to work, and well cared for,” he blurted. “No harm came to them.”
 “No harm came to them,” Kellan echoed as the Daemon thrashed and buzzed against the walls of its prison. It promised the sweetness of revenge, but Kellan did not trust himself to allow it in.
 “Please, I was only doing my duty,” Beklis said reasonably. Then his eyes flashed past Kellan, and a glimmer of hope registered on his face.
Kellan had sensed the approaching servant. He dropped the rope, and without lowering the Jendayan blade, half turned and raised his palm. It was as easy as waving his hand through a tendril of smoke. The servant’s eyes rolled back in his head and the tray he had been carrying clattered to the floor with him. Wine flowed like blood from a silver jug. He knew that he would be racked with guilt over that killing when he released the Calm, but for now, within its sheltered confines, the knowledge that guilt would come was the nearest he came to feeling any emotion.
 “Stand on your chair,” Kellan said quietly.
 “What?” Beklis whispered. He was still staring at the dead eyes of his servant.
 “Stand. If you call out, or try to run, I will gut you.” The matter-of-factness of Kellan’s voice jolted Beklis from his seated position.
 A coward after all.
Beklis climbed up onto the chair. Seeing the servant killed in that way had drained the last of his resolve. He was weeping quietly, and shaking. Kellan adjusted the rope so that the noose arrived beside Beklis’ head, then tied the other end to the leg of the heavy desk.
 “Please,” Beklis whimpered, as a dark stain bloomed on his trousers.
 “Put it on.” Kellan waved the point of his sword at the noose.
 “No,” Beklis whined. His knees were starting to buckle with fear.
 “There is no agony that I can inflict that would truly balance your own suffering with that which you have caused. But if you do not put your own head in that noose, then I may try to find a way to cleanse you with pain.”
 “You do not have to do this,” Beklis managed. “I am wealthy. I can pay you.”
Kellan pressed the point of his sword into the soft tissue of Beklis’ belly. The terrified man’s legs almost collapsed under him and he grabbed at the noose reflexively for support.
 “Good,” Kellan said. “Now put it around your neck.”
 With trembling hands, and the pressure of the blade on his stomach, Beklis slipped his head through the loop at the end of the rope.
 He had barely done this when Kellan kicked the chair from beneath him.
The startled yelp was cut short as the rope bit into his neck. Beklis tried frantically to grasp the rope, and support his own weight. He kicked his legs wildly, trying to find something, anything to stand on and release the crushing pressure on his windpipe. The heavy desk remained solidly in place, and tantalisingly out of reach.
 “I want you to know regret,” Kellan said evenly. “I want you to know how it feels when hope fades, and death is your only friend. Lament your life, and the choices you made. You alone brought yourself to this place.”
Beklis’ scrabbling hands were becoming weaker as they raked at the flesh of his own throat, and his legs were twitching spasmodically. The doomed man’s face was purple, veins bulged in his temples as his mouth worked silently. A pool of urine had gathered at the man’s feet, running from one foot whose soft slipper had been lost. Now there was a stench of faeces in the air too.
Kellan held the man’s gaze, as spittle foamed through blue lips. When Beklis finally stopped his struggles, and Kellan was sure that he was dead, he turned and left the room. He held onto the Calm all the way down the stairs and out the door of the large house that had been home to Governor Beklis. The snow still fell wetly in heavy clumps, dulling the smell of the sea somewhat. Kellan followed the wide boulevard, full of sullen refugees, west to the edge of the city before he allowed his emotions back into his consciousness.
 The rush of feeling nearly knocked him from his feet as he staggered under the weight of them. He sat heavily in the shelter of a wind beaten pine tree and gasped raggedly. His greatest objective had been achieved, but all he could do was weep. The passing refugees barely noticed him. Just another broken man at the side of the road, lamenting his loss and fearful of the future. They were right, of course.
 
 Blunt cursed the cold again as he tried to rub some warmth into his feet through damp socks. He pulled his boots on as Olimar approached.
 “The scouts are back from Hillfoot,” he said. “There are more there willing to fight.”
Blunt grunted, stamping his feet down into the cold damp of his boots. “Any soldiers though?”
They had been joined by small groups hiding in the mountains since crossing the Mathalin into Dasar. They were mostly farmers and townspeople with nothing left to lose and willing to fight, but they were not soldiers, and Blunt knew that numbers alone were not enough on the battlefield.
 “Militia from Eritania,” Olimar replied. “They have been travelling hard to the North of the Mora Mountains, trying to reach Ara Dasari ahead of the Jendayans.”
 “Everyone is running for Ara Dasari. Let us hope there are enough able bodies to make a difference.”
 “There are also a large number of Northlanders at Hillfoot; it seems that they want part of the action as well.”
 “How many?”
 “Around four hundred militiamen, and twice as many again from the Northlands; the same again of Dasari men. But they speak of an even greater number in Moshet itself. There is talk of mounting a defence of Moshet rather than fleeing all the way to Ara Dasari.”
 “Let me guess: it is the Dasari who wish to defend their main city, and the rest would sooner fall back to the canal where they hope the Heavy Infantry will be waiting.”
Olimar shrugged non-committally.
 “Perhaps it is time to join a larger force anyway,” Blunt said, nodding thoughtfully. “We will lose the cover of the hills in a day or two, and our numbers have more than doubled since entering Dasar. We cannot skulk about any longer. How soon can we be there?”
 “By midday tomorrow if we leave now.”
 “Well, don’t just bloody stand there then. Let’s get this rabble up and moving.
 
 Valia fingered the edge of the folded piece of paper in her hand. It was dog eared; well-worn at the edges now after being handled so much. She went to return it to the leather pouch, and then hesitated. It would do no harm to look again.
She unfolded the sheet carefully to reveal the image it held: A detailed sketch of a beautiful woman in repose beneath a tree, on a beach. Could it really be that anyone saw her that way? The delicate lines of the drawing, and the subtle shading captured a more elegant woman than she saw in herself. She ran a thumb across the callouses of her fingers, flexing them to feel the hardness of her hands; hands toughened by years handling a sword. Her scarred knuckles looked rugged and masculine to her own eye, but on this paper, those scars added to the mystery of the beauty sleeping by the sea.
 It had been so long since she had seen herself as anything other than a warrior, that she had lost sight of her femininity.
 Stupid. Weak woman! Allowing herself to get all starry-eyed again. That fluttering in her belly was a warning. Do not get used again!
 And yet. Truman had seen her at her fiercest. They had fought side by side. Surely he could not see her as a wide eyed, naïve young puppet to bend to his desire.
Perhaps she had judged him harshly. Perhaps Granger was right to admonish her for being so defensive around Truman. It just came so naturally though, to ward off his advances. She was doing it before she even had time to think. The barbs were there to defend her without having to consider what they meant or how they could wound or hurt.
Was she so damaged? When Lushara had become Valia, had so much been passed on to her present self? Was her desire to be more than the plaything for men that she was born to be, and her defiance against any possibility of being betrayed again clouding her mind with bitterness?
She reluctantly folded the page, and returned it to the pouch at her hip, holding the image of her beauty on her person even if she could not allow it into her head.
She could see Truman, strapping a bag to the side of a horse some distance away. As if sensing her eyes on him, he turned to meet her gaze. His lips twitched in what was almost a smile, but he quickly looked away, returning to his task.
Perhaps she had been too harsh with him lately. Come to think of it, it had been a long while since he had made any advances at all. The other members of the Band still teased them mercilessly, and she in turn dismissed any notion of tenderness between them, but he had been keeping his distance.
 She should speak to him. Tell him that he should not take her caustic words to heart. She took two strides before Blunt arrived shouting orders.
 “Get your arses sorted out! Get that animal’s load balanced you slack-witted bastard! Stop shivering like a bloody pansy, it’s barely past chilly! Let’s move, before Hillfoot is out of ale.”
 
Kellan collected his horse from the stables where he had left it, his mind in turmoil. The killing of Beklis had not given him peace. On the contrary, it filled him with an even more desperate urge to punish someone, anyone, for the position he found himself in. Victory at Hadaiti; what felt like a lifetime ago, had not given him solace. He had been a fool to think that killing Beklis would be any different. Perhaps, he wondered, he needed his enemies. Needed them to focus his anger onto; deflect the blame for his own mistakes onto a hate figure; someone he despised. That servant had not needed to die. Kellan had killed him without thinking. Had the man raised the alarm, then Kellan’s task would remain incomplete, he would have had to return later when security would have been heightened. The poor fool would not have had any idea what was about to happen to him; one moment, he was looking dumbly at his master in distress, then an instant later, without warning; oblivion.
 Kellan told himself that it was Beklis’ fault for putting him in such a position. He even blamed the servant for offering his services to such a man. Damned fool had it coming.
 Nothing eased his conscience.
 He tried something that he had not tried for a long time. He tried to find Eloya’s mind. Only to look at it, draw strength from the knowledge that she was still well. When he had first learned the trick, Ganindhra had told him that one day he would be able to recognise friends across great distances, and touch their thoughts. He longed to tell Eloya everything, to tell her that he was sorry and that he loved her and that above all else he would have wanted to face life’s obstacles together and grow old with her at his side. But he was cursed. Doomed to struggle with a world crushing power within himself that he could never hope to defeat or fully control.
From within the Calm, he reached out, seeking the bright constellation that was Eloya’s, and finding himself drawn to her as he focused his mind on his memories of her. Her crooked little smile; that childhood image of her with the huge bloom of the honeycup in her hair; their first kiss. The first time they had made love on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool.
 Their fight. Betrayal. Lies.
 His mind recoiled before he could smooth over his thoughts again and resume the search. His mind was like a mountain stream, flowing towards the inevitable sea that was her. He was drawn like a hunter to its prey, a babe to its mother’s breast, a falling star to the horizon.
 And there she was.
Beautiful.
It was a great injustice that the very calmness he needed to find this place shielded him from what he knew he would be feeling right then. He knew that he would be overwhelmed with joy at seeing her mind at ease. He sensed a subtle disquiet, but at the same time determination and stubborn resoluteness to go on. That was the girl he loved.
 He knew that he should try to contact her, to lay a thought upon her mind, but he had not tried to do that for many years. He had spoken her name with a thought once, and she had heard, but they were side by side at the time. What might she make of it now?
 He withdrew, allowing the Calm to fall away as he did so, the lingering images stirring his freed emotions.
 It only made him feel more remote.
 
Hillfoot was swamped by the army there. The small town would ordinarily be home to about five hundred folk, but an extra two thousand people had gathered. Eritanians, Northlanders and Dasari, shoulder to shoulder; trained militiamen and farmers making a stand together.
Blunt, and those with him, had been welcomed with open arms. Everyone knew of the infamous ‘Scurrilous’ Blunt now, and news of his more recent exploits had reached Dasar ahead of them.
 The various leaders gathered in the warmth of the Speaker’s house to discuss their plans.
 Captain Erin was of the Dasari Militia, and had been sent from Moshet to gather forces to defend the city. He had found the gathering a few days earlier, and was encouraging them to make for the capital. A man in his middle years, he was clearly passionate about his home city.
 “We must defend the jewel of Dasar from the Jendayan invasion,” he urged. “The wealth of art alone is beyond measure in terms of monetary value let alone cultural significance.”
 “That may be so,” Caspar Gillen of the Eritanian Militia said, “but Ara Dasari is more easily defended, and by the time the Jendayans reach that far, the Heavy Infantry should be at our backs.”
 “The Eritanian is right,” Blunt said, “the walls of Moshet could barely keep the wind out, let alone a full assault.”
 “Moshet has survived a siege in the past; a large proportion of the civilian population believes it can do so again and has opted to remain in the city,” Captain Erin insisted.
 “Then they are fools,” Krennet mumbled.
 “The city has survived a siege in the past,” Captain Erin repeated.
 “But those walls have not been repaired since,” Blunt replied. “Nor was that siege on anywhere near the same scale that awaits.”
 “And it did not survive the siege,” Caspar Gillen added, “The city surrendered.”
 “Be that as it may, there are four thousand militiamen waiting there now under Captain Renald,” Captain Erin said. “With the soldiers here, that number swells to nearly six and a half thousand.”
 “Against many tens of thousands of Jendayans,” Blunt said.
 “But you specialise in tough odds I hear,” Captain Erin smiled.
 “Only when I know that I can win,” he replied.
 “What about you, Northlander?” Caspar Gillen, the Eritanian asked. “Where do you stand?”
 The man, Jan Aedolan, looked as though he had seen too many winters, but his people had chosen him as their leader and was entitled to an opinion.
 “We are here to fight,” he replied simply. “As to where and when, we leave to you military types. I am just a farmer.”
 Alano spoke for the first time. “Then we are the same, my friend. I only ever wanted to be a farmer, and yet I find myself in this uniform.”
 Jan Aedolan nodded slowly, not offering anything else.
 “Moshet is lost,” Krennet said. “Those four thousand men would be better served heading east for the Temple Canal; at least they stand a chance there.”
 “I cannot accept that,” Captain Erin said tersely. “Why give the city away so cheaply? The winter snows will hinder any advance. We should make a stand at Moshet and let the forces at Ara Dasari come to us.”
 “The Canal will be easier to defend,” Blunt said. “The mountains to the north and reefs to the south limit the enemy’s options, and the ferries can be burned. Any other vessel in the water would be an easy target. Moshet can be attacked from all sides. Even with ten thousand men, you would be stretched too thinly along that wall to be effective.”
 Captain Erin sighed heavily and pinched the bridge of his nose, squeezing his eyes shut.
 “Will you at least follow me back to Moshet to speak with Captain Renald?” he said, exasperated.
 “Is there no governor in the city?” Blunt asked.
 Captain Erin shook his head.
 “Governors have a fine instinct for self-preservation.” He flicked a glance at Krennet. “If your governor has fled, then how much hope does the city have?”
 Krennet glared haughtily at Blunt, but held his tongue.
 “Will you come then, and speak with Renald?” Captain Erin persisted.
They exchanged looks. A series of shrugs and nods were followed by more audible agreement, though none of it over enthusiastic.
 Captain Erin sighed again. “I think it would be best to leave before the snow lies too deep. It will take the better part of three weeks as it is.”
 
 Further from the coast the snow lay ankle-deep on the ground. Kellan walked, to rest the horse. He had left the main road a few miles from Ara Dasari, and had met a group of exhausted refugees heading east to safety. He had laughed out loud when they told him that they would be safe within the boundary of the Temple Canal. Kor’Habat would shield them from harm. If only they knew that the man they had been speaking to would bring about all of their deaths one way or another. Would they have been so free with their talk then?
After that he could not look at any more of those faces, eyes wide with relief at their deliverance. No Canal was wide enough or any army big enough to save them. And they feared the Jendayans! That Empire was as good as dust, just like every other Empire, Kingdom, Tribe and family. Kellan could feel the Daemon stirring. It knew that he was fallible. It only had to bide its time and he would make a mistake, an error in judgement; an unwary fit of pique and it would take him. He could feel it coiled to strike, buzzing expectantly like a waiting swarm of locusts, eager to devour.
He had thought seriously about returning to Lythuria, to Eloya and his life there, if she would have him. Perhaps Ganindhra could steer him onto a safer path. Perhaps he should never have left.
 All pointless questions. The fate of the world was sealed.
 The only question was; when?
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Four
 
 
Beginnings…
 
It took the best part of three months to reach the foot of the great cliff beneath Lythuria. The white waters fell in a ribbon, stretching the length of the face and crashing onto the rocks below, throwing up a cloud of mist. Beyond, the un-scaled peaks of the Greater Cascus reared, their tops hidden from view in a ceiling of cloud.
Truman had recovered steadily through the journey as they headed north, and was now nearly fully fit. Granger had been keen to let him remain at any one of the villages they passed through. It would have broken up the group, making them less fitting of any descriptions offered by searching militiamen. As it happened, they were unhindered on their journey. In truth, Truman was desperate to see Lythuria for himself, and would not pass on this opportunity to accompany Kellan.
 The snow hindered them in the final two weeks, until they were forcing their way through thigh deep drifts to reach the steps cut into the mountain.
 The steps themselves were covered with snow, but the powder was not slippery, as ice would have been, and did not impede them overly. As they got higher, the heat of the fires, deep underground; the fires that kept Lythuria in perpetual warmth, thawed the steps fully.
 Kellan felt a huge surge of relief on reaching the rim of the huge bowl. The mental strain he had endured had him feeling brittle and stretched. The peace he felt on seeing the tranquil Groves and forests, the undulating landscape so full of life, was indescribable.
He had not felt surprise when Granger had told him about the Daemon within him. He had always known, since that day as a child beside the river, that something loathsome had taken seat. He felt the presence in him constantly, like a caged beast prowling within; pacing the confines of its barred prison, waiting for the opportunity to escape. It buzzed like a hornets’ nest. Ganindhra had given him the ability to suppress it within the emotionless Calm he used to better control himself, and having lived for so long with it already, the knowledge added little to the fear he already felt.
He wondered if he was in denial, by not allowing himself to fully grasp the ramifications, and holding the knowledge back from full scrutiny. He certainly did not dwell on it, instead casting about in his mind for other things to consider when he felt that he was lingering too long on the matter.
Life went on in Lythuria oblivious to the bitter cold around them. Anyone peering over the edge would see the world turned to ice below, but the freezing temperatures never touched them. A few people spotted them at the edge, stripping off their heavy clothing as the warmth hit them, and waved. They trudged wearily down the slope and onto the cobbled road that led them into the land that Kellan had called home for so long. They walked slowly, deeper into Lythuria, waving to familiar faces, and greeting old acquaintances.
Any trepidation he had felt at meeting his old friend again after their argument vanished as soon as he saw Elan, rushing towards them.
 “Kellan!” he shouted, running along the cobbles towards them. He caught Kellan in an embrace, laughing and slapping him on the back.
 “Welcome home,” he said
 Kellan returned the embrace. “It’s good to be back. Tell me, how is the world of weaving?”
 Elan released him with a bored expression on his face. “Are you serious?” he said. “You disappear for half a year and the first thing you want to know is how the loom is working?”
 “You’re right,” he said, “who cares about weaving? How are my cows?”
 “Missing you terribly,” Elan replied. “They miss your soft hands.”
 Kellan introduced Truman to his friend.
 “Thank you for seeing him safely home,” Elan said to the poet as they shook hands.
 “If I am to be honest, it is Kellan who has been minding my wellbeing,” Truman replied.
 “Well, either way, it is good to have you home,” Elan said, slapping Kellan on the shoulder. Kellan only nodded, smiling tiredly.
 Granger slipped away, muttering about going to see Ganindhra, and leaving the youngsters to their stories.
 Elan leant in close. “She has been waiting for you. Every day, moping around like an old widow.”
 Truman clapped his hands together. “At last we get to the truth of it,” he declared with glee.
 Kellan groaned. “I’m not sure that she will want to see me. She was pretty angry with me before I left.”
 “Nonsense, I’m sure she’s forgotten all about it.”
 “Have you met your sister?” Kellan gaped.
 “Ah, yes,” he replied, “of course. But can you think of a more beautiful place to die?” he swept his arm in a wide arc, taking in their surroundings. They were, indeed, beautiful. Soft greens, and subtle pinks and yellows of the tree flowers, heavy with scent and alive with bees. Bird song trilled among the boughs above their heads, and everywhere had the feeling of perpetual springtime with the constant flush of new life.
 But for all the beauty and serenity of the place, and for all that Kellan felt a great comfort at being here, he knew for the first time that this would be a transitory stay. He had changed during his time in the lands to the south.
Kellan had become aware that he would have to face his demons beyond the safe confines of Lythuria, and leave to find his way in the world. He would need time to digest the recent revelations, and there was no better place for that than here, amongst friends and loved ones, but he could never remain.
 He understood now why Granger had sought to keep him here. The Daemon would be easier to control with Ganindhra and Granger to guide him and his actions, but he was mortal, and sooner or later, the inevitable would release the terrible entity. Even if Kellan were to keep it trapped within him, maintaining control on the anger that fed it, eventually he would die, and it would seek another host until it found someone that would give themselves over completely to their rage, and then the Daemon would be free.
 It seemed that this world’s fate was sealed. Delaying its demise at the expense of Kellan’s freedom was an exercise in futility. Better he took his challenges head on.
He saw Eloya, standing some way down the road. Even from a distance her beauty was enough to make his heart leap within his chest. Her skin, the colour of uncut jade, and smooth as buttermilk, glowed against her flowing dress of finely woven cream wool. He was not sure how long she had been watching, but when their eyes met, she slowly turned and walked away. A backward glance invited him to follow.
Kellan promised to tell Elan everything that had happened on his journey; but later. He left Elan to entertain Truman, hurriedly shaking the hands of other friends that had arrived to greet them, and tried not to be too brusque in his rush to catch Eloya.
 
He followed her through the trees to her family Grove, her fleeting figure always tantalizingly out of reach, but knew where she was going, of course. To the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool.
He slowed, and continued through the trees to the secluded end of the Grove. The grass was soft under boots now used to stone and packed dirt. He found her sitting beside the stream, watching the water trickle over the rocks.
He had not rehearsed this meeting. He could scarcely believe that she wanted to see him at all, and now that he was in her presence he found he was unable to speak. He stood dumbly, watching her, until she slowly turned her head to him and stared at him with an unreadable expression. He saw for the first time that she had a small book in her lap, a diary perhaps with a clasp sealing its secrets from prying eyes.
 She lifted the book and flicked the clasp open, then opened it. The book fell open easily at a page as though opened at that point countless times.
 “Do you remember this?” she said, looking into the open pages of the book.
 Kellan took a few tentative steps towards her, his heart thudding in his chest. He moved around to get a look inside the book, open in her palms.
 “What is it?” he asked nervously.
 She angled the book towards him to reveal its secret.
It was a simple pressed flower. The honeycup he had picked for her to buy her silence when she had caught Kellan and his friend spying on Elan’s parents. He knew it immediately. He also knew that she had treasured that flower since their childhood. Even now he could picture her little face, made smaller by the large flower in her hair.
 “I nearly broke my neck getting that,” he chuckled.
 “There was a time when I wished you had,” she replied, looking wistfully at the pressed bloom. He gulped hard. “But it was only for a moment. I don’t think you realise that the honeycup is the most precious gift a man can give a woman in Lythuria. It is a promise of love and commitment as binding as marriage to many.”
 “We were only children,” he said, and regretted it as soon as the words were out. 
 She offered the open book up to him, a look of defiance on her delicate face. “Would you like to take it back then?”
 He squeezed his eyes shut, determined to say the right thing and not let his mouth drop him in a pit. When he opened his eyes again, she was still holding the flower out to him, waiting.
 “No. I would give that child a new flower every day if I had that time again. I would give her a fresh new bloom every morning until that child became a woman and I would give her the same. There has not been a day gone by that I have not thought of you and wished that things had gone differently. Hurting you was the hardest thing I have ever done.” He reached out and took her hands, closing the book and taking it from her grasp to place it on the ground beside her. He knelt on one knee, pulling her hands into his chest. “I am a fool in more ways than most, but I would never take it back, or any of the sentiments that go with it. I love you, Eloya, and you should always remember that. Whatever happens between us, that flower is more than just a token. As a child I risked my life to reach it in ignorance of what it would mean to you. Now that I am a man, I would climb the Cascus themselves if there was a single honeycup left in the world if you asked.”
Her eyes were moist with tears as she threw her arms around his neck and pulled him down in an embrace that startled him with its ferocity. Her searching mouth found his and they kissed deeply, ferociously. She broke the kiss, pulling his shirt up his back until he pulled it off, then with a glance to ensure her consent, unbuttoned the front of her dress. She pulled it down over her shoulders and wrestled her arms from the short sleeves even as she was dragging him down onto her. He felt the warmth of her skin on his, her soft breasts against his chest, and his body responded.
She unbuckled his belt and pushed his trousers down over his buttocks, dragging her nails back up his back all the way to his shoulders and down again, inflicting pain that he was only vaguely aware of. He lifted her skirts, feeling the heat of her thighs against his hips as they engulfed one another. His body became like a single point as every nerve pulsed with an ecstasy that bordered on agony.
 
They lay in the afterglow, still tingling, on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool.
 Kellan had felt more than one kind of release as they made love. He felt as though they had broken through some sort of barrier, admitting them to a place where there were no secrets any longer. They had shared themselves with one another completely, and now there was nothing that could come between them, as though they had become one. The final step to becoming a man left him feeling pleasantly numb and relaxed; and more than a little sleepy, as they watched the clouds overhead, flowing with dreamy slowness from the peaks of the Greater Cascus.
He felt certain that she would understand him better now. The experience would have matured them both in the same way, and Eloya would no longer resent his attachment to the world below.
 Everything would be fine.
 
The weeks wore on, and Truman recovered. Kellan continued to practice with the sword. He became proficient, even without reaching for the Calm that gave him such control. Truman and he sparred in the shade of the trees, as Elan cheered them on from his position in the branches above. The light was fading as the winter sun dropped below the horizon of Lythuria, but the snow covered mountains to the north still glowed vividly in the warm rays.
 The dull crack of their cane-bound blades rang through the woods, and they danced and sidestepped, parried and lunged, trying to get the better of the other.
 Truman was now fully recovered, though he tried to use his tender ribs as an excuse when Kellan was able to get past his guard.
 “Prepare yourself for a lesson in the true art of fencing,” Truman warned, as he took his stance.
 “I will try to be gentle with you,” Kellan replied, then attacked without warning. Truman reacted quickly, and avoided the lunge, pushing the attacking blade aside and countering with his own attack. Kellan jumped back as the covered rapier hissed past his chest.
 “Not bad for a wounded man,” said Kellan, “or have you accepted that you have milked that little knock for all you can already?”
 “Even with my ribs cracked you would be no match for a true master,” Truman replied, twirling the rapier in his grip.
 “You do realise,” Elan said from his lofty position, “that for all your prancing about like ladies, I could drop the pair of you effortlessly with a half decent bow?”
 Kellan kept his eyes on his circling opponent. “That is just as well, since you have only ever been able to make a ‘half decent bow’,” he shouted up into the branches.
 “That hurts me deeply,” Elan sulked, pouting theatrically.
 “Besides which, if you were half the man I am, you would at least be willing to pick up a sword.”
 “If you were half the man you think you are, I might lower myself to give you a thrashing,” came the reply from above.
 Kellan parried an attack from the poet. “You delude yourself, weaver. Do you not have dresses to make, while men practice their art?”
 “Oh boys.” A familiar voice caught Kellan off guard, and Truman pounced, bringing the cane covered rapier around to crack against Kellan’s backside. He yelped.
 Eloya approached with a cloth-covered jug on a tray with three cups, as Kellan rubbed his bruised ego. He grinned sheepishly at her.
 “I brought you some refreshment,” she said, “and came to find the source of all the hot air. It is as though the fires of the world are trying to burst through the ground again, there is so much bluster coming from the three of you.”
Truman bowed. “Please excuse the swaggering of us simple men, my lady. It is a blemish on our simple gender, that we must boast so amongst friends. All in jest I assure you.” He smoothed his moustaches with thumb and forefinger.
 Eloya smiled enigmatically and placed the tray on the ground beneath the tree as Elan dropped to the grass.
 “Do I smell spiced wine, sister?” he asked eagerly.
 “Your nose remains your sharpest sense, brother,” she replied as he eagerly lifted the cloth from the jug. He breathed in the aroma with relish. “As your sense of duty is clearly lacking.”
 “What?” he replied absently, as her comment sank in.
 “Leaving father alone to fulfil the orders, while you caper about in the woods,” she tutted.
 “It’s my day off,” he protested, already pouring himself a cup. She continued to look at him with one eyebrow raised until eventually his shoulders dropped. “Best go and give him a hand. I will see you gentlemen later.”
 With that, he stalked off through the trees.
 “Gentlemen,” Eloya mocked with a curtsy, then followed her brother back towards their house in the distance. Truman’s eyes lingered on her retreating form until Kellan gave his arm a warning punch.
 “I see those eyes, poet. I hope you do not plan to fill her ear with honey to steal her from me and have your way,” Kellan warned.
 “My dear friend,” he replied with mock indignity, “I am appalled you even considered it a possibility.” They stood in silence for a moment, both watching the gentle sway of her hips until she was out of sight. “I plan to kill you then take advantage of her grief.” He took an offensive position and attacked with a lively exclamation, and Kellan reacted just in time to clumsily parry the onslaught.
 
Sometime later, they collapsed on the grass beneath the tree, exhausted. Truman poured two cups of wine, and offered one to Kellan. He accepted it and raised it to his friend before drinking deeply of the light spicy liquid.
 “This is a beautiful place you call home,” Truman said after a while of silent contemplation.
 “Kellan nodded. “True.”
 “And there is much to keep you here,” he said, nodding in the direction Eloya had gone.
 Kellan looked at him quizzically. “Where are you going with this?”
 “I am afraid the time has come for me to bid you farewell,” he replied dramatically.
 “Really?” Kellan felt a surge of expectation. “When?”
 “Soon. The spring melt has come early, and I have business to attend to.”
 “Just what is your business, Truman?” Kellan eyed him suspiciously. “I gather it is not all songs and poetry. I saw you with that man at the library at Moshet. He didn’t strike me as an art critic.”
 Truman sighed. “Then I am grateful that you are not an agent of the Empire.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “That man was Kilarn Bluntis. Scurrilous Blunt to most. He is a mercenary working for the Dashiyan King.”
 “Dashiya?” Kellan said in surprise. “But Dashiya is not part of the Empire.”
 “Yet. The Kodistai has his eyes set on Hadaiti, and the Dashiyan army will never withstand the Heavy Infantry. They have looked elsewhere for their defences.”
 “Wait,” Kellan said suddenly, “You’re a mercenary?”
 “I prefer the title ‘Soldier of Fortune’, but, yes I suppose I am.”
 “Then I must come with you,” Kellan said, standing.
 “Hold on there. What about your home? Eloya?” he said with a raised eyebrow.
 “She will understand.” Kellan began striding through the trees. He had dreamed of fighting the Empire. Dreamed of avenging his mother’s murder and his village’s massacre. Twice he had hit out at the forces of Korathea, and twice he had been forced to flee. At last an opportunity to fight them head on had presented itself, and he was not going to let it slip away from him.
 “Kellan,” Truman called as he followed, “you can’t just up and leave. What will you tell people?”
 “That I am going to fight for the freedom of my homeland,” he shouted without a backward glance.
 “Kellan, you’re from the Northlands. I’m talking about Dashiya. Don’t be absurd.”
 He stopped and turned to face his friend. “Don’t you see?” he urged. “I cannot fight alone. The Northlands are too cowed. I must strike at them where I can.”
 “It sounds to me as though you have a vendetta,” Truman warned. “That is a dangerous road, Kellan. Go to war with hatred in your heart and you will only find reason for more of the same.”
 “You sound like someone else I know,” Kellan said, the image of Ganindhra reminding him that he would need to visit before leaving.
 “Someone wise no doubt.”
 “Truman, I need to do this. I need to make a stand that is not worthless. I must make a contribution to the efforts to stop the Empire. If the Northlands had stood as one to hold the Koratheans out, they would have done it. Instead they rolled over. If I can help prevent another land falling under the heels of their boots, then I must do it. It may not be my land, but they bleed the same blood in Dashiya. I need this.”
 Truman regarded him for a long time. “Then we leave dawn after next. Say your goodbyes, and pack light. It is hot where we are going.”
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Five
 
 
Kellan pushed on relentlessly. The horse struggled to find enough grazing, and the streams were increasingly frozen solid. Eventually, he took the saddle and bridle off, dropping them carelessly in the snow, then he pointed the beast eastward and slapped its rump with a resounding crack that sent it whinnying away.
 He had the clothes he wore, his bow, two dozen arrows, his Jendayan sword and enough food to take him another two or three days without replenishing his supply. Shelter was never a problem; the rich farmland was dotted with cottages and small hamlets of a half dozen buildings or so. All were deserted and he helped himself to the contents of the larders, eating well and keeping dry and warm.
He walked from dawn to dusk and beyond every day, covering long distances even in the thickening snow. Occasional patches came up to his knees, but for the most part it covered the tops of his boots and no more.
The silence of the landscape and the lack of inhabitants sucked the life out of the land. He could easily believe that he was alone in the world; that he had woken from a terrible dream in which he had doomed the population of an entire world, only to find that there were no such people. Perhaps that would have been preferable.
When he did at last see signs of life, he was not sure how long they had been watching him. He saw two figures in dappled white and brown cloaks standing at the edge of a tree line. They were making no effort to hide, yet they blended in perfectly with the background. Their cloaks covered their bodies from the neck down, giving them the appearance of strange pillars in the snow.
The further he walked, the more he saw, dozens, then hundreds of them, all standing still in the low light, regarding him with unreadable eyes. That they did not attack was no surprise to him. The Shar knew what to look for when they sought him out, and the birthmark that covered half of one side of his face was a conspicuous sign.
Not one of the Jendayan soldiers tried to speak to him or direct him; rather they funnelled him in a certain direction. It was all rather surreal. Kellan almost laughed out loud again. Did they know that they were all going to die?
 He found himself in an enormous encampment, after what must have been two miles since his first sighting of the soldiers, where he continued on, unchallenged. Soldiers simply stood, looking at him, and watching him with those strangely down-turned eyes.
 Eventually, one of their number approached him. The man was no taller than Kellan, but his back was straight, and his posture assured. Kellan was aware that his slightly stooped frame looked all the more sloppy beside this man. He straightened a little despite himself.
 “Kellan Aemoran?” The Jendayan said with a heavy accent, and a glance at the Jendayan blade Kellan carried at his hip.
 He nodded.
 “I am Kiritowa Tui. Come. Please.” He turned without waiting for a response.
Kellan followed, allowing the Calm to settle on his mind as he did so. They arrived at a ludicrously large tent and the guards on either side of the entrance drew the flaps back.
 “Eyes down when you enter,” the man who had introduced himself as Kiritowa Tui said.
Kellan stepped into the tent. He was as close as he was ever going to get; now was his chance. He had already sought out the seemingly unbreakable link to the Life-force that could only belong to Abaddon. He hurled all of his mental strength at it, trying to twist it free, snap it, shatter it, anything to kill the God, but his efforts slipped from the link, sliding off it, completely ineffective. The Daemon thrashed more excitedly than it had ever done. Not against the barrier of the Calm, but as if expecting its imminent release. Like a dog greeting its master.
 Abaddon chuckled from the shadows.
 “Eyes. Down.” Kiritowa hissed. He himself stood with his gaze fixed on the carpeted floor of the tent. Kellan kept his gaze high.
 “Careful, General,” said a grating voice from within the tent, “this one could kill you with a thought.” Then he said something in a tongue Kellan did not understand, and Kiritowa retreated, clearly dismissed.
 “Now who taught you that, I wonder?” The voice grated again. Kellan cursed himself. How much had he given away with that useless attack?
 “Do you think that I would have allowed you in here with those weapons if I was so easy to kill?” The voice mocked him.
 “Show yourself,” Kellan said levelly. “I would sooner speak to you face to face.”
 A giant shape moved in the shadows to the rear of the tent, slowly moving towards the pool of light in the centre before a large throne-like chair. Abaddon was tall. Easily the tallest man that Kellan had seen, taller even than any of the Heavy Infantry, but his narrow shoulders and painfully thin limbs gave the impression of extra height. As he came into the light, Kellan could see his pallid skin, made paler by his black robes, pulsing with black ichor beneath the thin layer on his face. His large eyes were flawlessly white except for a tiny, piercing pupil in each that bored into Kellan’s skull as though trying to pull the thoughts from his head.
 Had he not been shielded by the Calm, his fear would have buckled his knees, but instead the emotion slipped from the shield. The Daemon buzzed with renewed vigour.
 “I cannot blame you for trying however,” Abaddon said absently. “Many have tried. It is in your nature to try.”
 “One day, someone will succeed,” Kellan said.
 “No. They will not. Do you know who I am?”
 “You are Abaddon. A fallen God.”
 “Very good,” Abaddon sounded pleasantly surprised. “Already you have surpassed your predecessors. They had no idea at all. And you killed my pet Shar. Both of them” He sat on the throne, smiling enthusiastically at Kellan.
 “You cannot have this world. I will not succumb to the Daemon.”
 “You do know a great deal, do you not?” the voice grated. “I wonder, where did you learn these things?”
 “Leave this world; look elsewhere for your sport.”
 “I am afraid that I cannot. The key to that feat is in you. Whether you succumb to the Daemon, or simply die of old age, eventually someone will succumb. I can wait, I am immortal. Do you not know that?”
 “What if I were to strike your head from your shoulders? Would you still be immortal then?” Kellan put his hand on the hilt of his sword and took a step towards Abaddon.
 “It has been tried. The kingdom of Nothigara. So horrified by my appearance they were, that the King ordered my head and limbs be separated from my body and placed in jars. Each jar was taken to a different corner of the Kingdom and buried. The Daemon inevitably made me whole again. I flayed his children as he watched for that crime, and then boiled his innards in a pot before him. He died badly.”
 “You would have done it anyway.”
 “Perhaps I would have,” he chuckled; a sound like splintering wood. “But I took great pleasure in doing it to him.”
 “Why do you do it?”
 “Because, insect, I said that I would.”
 “The Gods who created these worlds are gone. Is that not enough? They are not here to witness your actions. To whom is this point being proved?”
 “You really do know a great deal, young Kellan. But I know a great deal too. I spoke with a friend of yours, who told me all about you.”
Roban, the scout who had disappeared.
 “You should not believe everything you hear, Abaddon.” The Daemon was quieter; expectant, as though the dog now awaited a treat from its master.
 “I know that you harbour a special hatred for Korathea. Why not join me as I crush them into dust?”
 “Because, you would not stop there.”
 “But I was led to believe that their very existence enraged you.”
 “I am master of my own anger.”
 “If I threatened the Northlands, would that anger you more?”
 “My family are already dead.”
 “I see.” Abaddon looked thoughtful for a moment. “All this snow, it reminds me of a tribe from the far south of the Jendayan Empire. They live in a land of ice and snow all year. This would be a balmy evening to them. They have become skilled at fighting in snow, and moving among icy wilderness to attack their enemies.”
 A trickle of apprehension slipped through the Calm, Kellan clamped down on it.
 “I brought a large number with me, and I am glad that I did. You see, your friend told me something else of interest about you. He told me that you had a certain attachment to a place in the mountains.”
 The apprehension turned to fear, and Kellan fought it down, tightening the shield around his mind.
 “So, shortly after I spoke to your friend, I sent them to this place. It is said that the only approach is from the south, up a single stone staircase. Well, they have never met the warriors of the Nakura Wastes. No-one will be looking up!” Abaddon leaned forward with a grin that exposed jagged, black teeth.
Kellan began to back out of the tent, struggling to keep the Calm in place between the onslaught from his own fear, and the Daemon that had resumed its frenzy.
 “But hurry, Kellan. You would not want to be too late.” Coarse, grating laughter followed Kellan out into the darkening evening as he turned and burst from the tent. One of the Jendayan guards reflexively went for his sword, and Kellan severed his connection to the Life-force before it was half drawn. He ran through the camp, searching for horses, while the Jendayans watched in confusion; still clearly under orders to leave him unhindered.
 The Calm shook.
 Horses!
He snatched the reins from a rail, and leapt into the saddle, forcing his heels into the animal’s ribs. Through row upon row of tents he forced the horse on at a gallop, leaping cook fires and knocking pots, scattering the bemused Jendayans. Onwards to the edge of the encampment, and then north-east towards Lythuria.
 The warriors would have had months’ head start, before the arrival of the snow. There was no way that he could hope to reach Lythuria before them, but he had to try.
He reached out with his mind, searching for Eloya, desperately trying to find her, but his racing thoughts and wild panic were shaking the foundations of the Calm and he could not manage to do it.
He slowed his mount, to its great relief, and focused his mind on the task. He pushed his mind along the path he had before, minds flashing past like fireflies in the night. Compelling his self towards hers, feeling himself funnelled by his desire, channelled by longing to a single point where the countless other minds were pale and insignificant.
 He found her!
 Relief pattered on the shield of the Calm like summer rain.
 He tried to form a warning to lay on her mind, but at this huge distance he could not make the connection. It was as though he stood before her with his hands bound at his sides. She was there, he could see her, but he could not reach out and touch her.
 The Calm crumbled under the stress of fear and frustration. The Daemon buzzed excitedly, but with no anger to feed on, it slid back into the pit to scowl in ire.
 He almost wept again. He was perhaps four days south-west of Moshet. It would take him two months to reach Lythuria, if the snow got no worse, and the horse would not last if he rode it to death. He knew that he must push it hard but keep it alive as it would make better progress than he could alone in the snow.
 The fear was like an iron band around his chest, stifling him, suffocating him.
But fear was better than anger. He reminded himself of that, and welcomed it like a protector.
 
 Granger watched the horizon, expecting at any moment signs of the Daemon to appear. He knew now that Kellan would fail, and that he himself had already failed, yet for so long he had harboured a hope that somehow they could pull this world from the jaws of death.
 Why had he been compelled to help that boy?
Why, after witnessing so much death and tragedy, had that wretched child been so important to him; ultimately costing him his immortality and casting him into a doomed land?
But he had been compelled.
He had never known it in the past, and so he had attached great significance to it, telling himself that this was all some part of a greater plan set in motion by a higher power. But could it be that on that day when he had reached into the icy water to pull the drowning boy to safety, he had simply experienced a moment of madness? Was the supreme scheme a fabrication of his crumbling sanity; a symptom of his overall decline?
Had he simply observed that day, the Daemon would have left the tiny corpse to find a new host, and perhaps the ground he walked on now would be as charred and lifeless as all the others before it. He did not know. There was no certainty any longer but that of his approaching death. That, and his love for Kellan.
He smiled fondly as he remembered the boy’s earnest face, his thin limbs with their awkward lumpy joints that he threw into his play with all the enthusiasm of his bigger friends. It was strange that the stubbornness that had driven Granger to distraction a decade or so ago now brought a warm fire to his chest when he remembered the squabbles and wrangles they had had. The role he had taken on as parent to Kellan was the hardest, and the easiest thing he had ever done. He had a better understanding now of so many of the deeds set down in the Book of Lives, so many of the actions now made sense to him, whereas in the past they simply seemed unnecessarily selfless. So many had given their lives so that their loved ones could live, and he knew beyond doubt that he would do the same now for Kellan, without a moment of hesitation. In a heartbeat.
 He looked up, above the horizon, trying to judge where the Emissary would be observing from, and he smiled, a self-satisfied smile.
 “At least I have lived,” he said to the air.
 He wondered about the Emissary that he could not see. Wondered about the Immortals long dead. He began to ask questions that ate at the very fabric of everything he believed, sowing doubt in a universe of certainty. How much of what he knew to be true was a lie?
Had he been looking down, he would have noticed tracks in the snow. A horse had passed by here perhaps a day and a half earlier, heading across their route and north-east, as they themselves travelled south.
 Even if he had seen them, he could not have known that Kellan himself had made them.
 
 The fear and the feeling of helplessness was grinding away at his sanity, but Kellan pushed on, knowing that he could not give way to anger; he could not fail now. Nor could he hold on to the Calm indefinitely; the longer he held it, the more it tried to slip away, and the length of the rests he took from its use corresponded directly to how long he could keep it in place the next time.
Time and again, he tried to warn Eloya, but she was too distant. He tried to warn Ganindhra, hoping that the great mind of the old God would be easier to reach, but it was not so, he needed to be closer. He dug his heels into the horse’s ribs, spurring it to a slow canter, but knowing that he would need to rest the animal again soon, and if he could find some winter feed in an abandoned barn for the beast, all the better.
 Granger had often told him that there was always hope, and it was that thin thread that he clung to as he headed for the mountains, through almost deserted lands. Perhaps Abaddon had lied; tricked him in the hope of provoking him to anger. Maybe he had simply been playing games with him as the Gods had done in the past, pushing mortals this way and that to see what sport would ensue.
 He pulled the collar of his coat higher and snugger around his neck against the cold wind, thinking of the warmth of Lythuria, untouched as it was by the changing of the seasons, and pressed on.
 
The city walls of Moshet were a great relief to the army that had marched from Hillfoot. It was mid-morning and the gentle rolling hills were blanketed in snow, unbroken by the traffic that this area usually saw. The farms had been abandoned; livestock driven east by the fleeing owners, and fields empty of winter crops. The road was easy to follow even if they had to break their own trail; the ground was raised with shallow drainage ditches on either side, and the snow was not so deep as to obliterate the profile. Occasional hedgerows too had shown the way.
The clouds to the west were heavy with promise, and Truman had been gauging their approach against their advance on the city. With any luck he would be warm and snug in an alehouse with a foaming mug of something bitter on the table before him, and something plump and sweet on his knee.
He sighed. Actually, perhaps the ale alone would be enough; he had no appetite for womanising lately. He sang songs, and wrote poetry rejoicing in the wonder of love, but he had secretly dismissed the notion for himself. Let other men be chained to a single woman in the name of love; he preferred to remain free to explore the many wonders that could be found in any inn or alehouse.
 The thrill of the chase, the hunt, anticipation, then the kill.
Strange. Perhaps he was getting old, but the desire for that old way of life had all but vanished.
 Old! You’re in your prime, he told himself.
 There was only one hunt that consumed him now, but she would not be preyed upon.
 Oh! How the mighty have fallen.
 He looked again at the advancing storm, like a wall of dull grey, marching across the snowy fields.He was feeling a little less confident of reaching the city in time.
 Ahead of him, Valia trudged relentlessly through the slush that had been trampled by those at the front. She had drawn a cloak around her shoulders, and was hunched into it for warmth and shelter from the rising wind. Even wrapped up and shapeless she was beautiful.
He became aware of someone beside him. Dimas had lifted his pace a little as the city had come into sight. Truman noticed that the three wineskins that hung around his shoulders by leather cords were flat and empty. No doubt the memories from Sangier were surfacing as he neared sobriety, and he was eager to reach the city with its promise of alcohol, and forgetfulness.
His own wineskin held a few mouthfuls still. He unslung it and offered it to Dimas. The man accepted it gratefully, pulling the stopper free and draining it eagerly into a mouth almost completely hidden by wild facial hair. With mumbled thanks, he slowed his pace again and fell behind.
Truman had seen few men so broken by war and all its evils as Dimas, and the hatred the man had for Jendayans was rabid in its ferocity. A skilled swordsman, Dimas was like a whirlwind in the few skirmishes he had been involved in with the Jendayans. Yet the storm and crashing waves of his rage gave way to the still waters of a placid pond, in a few heartbeats, when the butchering was done and he could return to his drinking. Such a shattered soul could have no future.
Granger had become withdrawn lately; taking every opportunity to write in his journals, and seldom even sharing a story around the camp fire any more. He clearly missed Kellan and had buried himself in those books to busy his mind.
 Elan tried to remain positive, sharing jokes with Truman, but in less guarded moments, Truman caught the jade-skinned man looking longingly in the direction of home. He still had a hope that Kellan would return to them and they could go home together.
 Granger and Elan had known Kellan since he was a boy; far longer than Truman had, yet he felt a sadness too through his bond with Kellan. It must have been far worse for them.
 They could not have been more than twenty minutes from North Gate, when Valia stopped at the edge of the road. She had been glancing at the approaching storm too, but now she stared hard as it neared, squeezing her braid with both hands as she so often did when nervous or angry.
 “We had better get a move on,” he urged. “We do not want to be caught out in that.”
 “What do you see, Truman?” she replied without shifting her focus as the soldiers trudged past their backs.
 “I see a bloody great storm about to dump a great deal of snow on my already frozen head.”
 “Look harder.”
 He stared into the wind at the approaching grey haze of the storm. “Like I said; a lot of snow.”
 “No, you are not looking properly. Look at the ground. There.” She pointed.
 “What is it?”
 “Do you see it?”
 “I see, something.”
 “Movement,” she whispered.
Truman squinted harder. “What is that?”
 “Fate!” She hissed. “They are using the storm to cover their approach! Blunt!”
A trick of the swirling wind lifted a bank of falling snow to reveal a sea of movement, before dropping the curtain again to hide the advancing army. They blended in well with the snow, from this distance he could not make out numbers, but there must have been thousands.
Orders were being barked. They had to reach the city to raise the alarm before the storm arrived with more than just biting winds to contend with.
 “Perhaps they have seen them too,” Truman shouted to Valia hopefully as she started to run.
 “Look,” she shouted, pointing ahead, “North Gate is open. They may have closed the West Gate against the storm, but they are not ready. The Jendayans will walk right in with the blizzard.
They ran for all they were worth. Blunt sent riders, galloping ahead to warn the city, and he himself rode ahead, cursing.
 It was an audacious move, marching in with the storm. No-one attacked in a blizzard, and the city defenders would be huddled around fires and warming themselves with bowls of soup.
His legs ached and his lungs burned as he entered the city, but Truman kept running towards West Gate. The closer he got, the more frantic were the movements of the city militia. The defences were hurriedly being organised, archers scrambled to the walls and barricades were hastily erected in the streets around West Gate. Somewhere in the distance, he heard Blunt, cursing as he shouted his orders and the storm towered over the city.
The first few flakes of snow reached Truman just moments before the first volley of arrows arrived.
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Six
 
 
Beginnings…
 
Granger met Kellan on the road to see Ganindhra, just as the young man had asked. Ganindhra had been reluctant to see Kellan since his return from Moshet, choosing instead to use the historian to bring news of his daily progress. But now Kellan was insistent on meeting with them both.
 They entered the dim, living cavern, green eyes regarding them as they did so. Ganindhra rumbled softly as they approached, his eyes wary. Kellan gave a low bow.
 “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?” He came right out with the question, startling Granger.
 “Kellan,” he began, but the young man cut him off with a sharp look.
 “Is this all a game to you? Do you enjoy toying with our lives?” Ganindhra only grumbled deeply in response. “Granger told me everything, you know. Of course you do, you and he have spent a great deal of time meddling with the lives of others it seems.”
 “Kellan!” Granger said sternly. The boy was being rude, and worse than that, unfair. He and Ganindhra had the fate of the world as well as the welfare of Kellan in the forefront of their minds at all times.
 “I know what you are. What you were,” he continued regardless. “Even now you consider yourself all powerful, manipulating us mere mortals for your own amusement. But I know now why you fear me, or rather, what you fear I may become.”
 “Then the burden of that knowledge should, in time, instil a measure of understanding of what we have tried to do, and why we have done it.” Ganindhra said slowly.
 “Then why did you hide it from me? All your lies…”
 “I never once lied to you!” Ganindhra boomed, cutting him off.
 “Half-truths, then,” Kellan replied. “If I had known what I was dealing with, I may not have almost lost myself in Moshet.”
 “You were a child when you came here,” Ganindhra said. “Would you have me tell a child that he holds the key to the destruction of the world? Can you imagine the terror you would have felt at that? I gave you the tools to control your anger, and with it, the ability to starve the Daemon of that which it craves. If there was a better way, then I would very much like to hear it.”
 “You could have told me when I was older,” Kellan said quietly.
Ganindhra sighed deeply, slumping in the throne that bound him to the living central pillar within the tree. “Do you know how old I am Kellan?” he said sadly. Kellan shook his head slowly. “My memory fades daily. I am less than I was, that is for certain, and so very different from your kind.”
 “Ganindhra is older than the world itself,” Granger added. “He has watched the birth and death of a million civilisations, built new lands and watched lives played out billions of times. A mortal life is the briefest spark to him; a blink of the eye, over almost before it begins.”
 “And for more than three thousand years, I have been trapped here,” Ganindhra continued. “Ever since Abaddon rose against us, I have been trying to reinvent myself. I created this People you call Lythurian with my last real power. I have been learning about them ever since that day, forced by circumstance to learn their frailties and try to understand the minds of mortals. And now, I am to learn humility for myself.
 “I am sorry, Kellan. I never meant for you to feel betrayed, but I am still like a child in your world. Forgive my imperfections; I am trying to learn.”
 “As am I,” Granger said. “You, Kellan, have been longer on this world than I have. In fact you are eight years older than me.” He smiled. Kellan looked contemplative. “I had a great deal of knowledge when I arrived here, and little emotional experience to deal with it.”
Kellan laughed quietly, shaking his head. “What must Fate be thinking, putting the destiny of the world in our hands?” he said.
 Granger knew that Kellan had called this meeting to make an important announcement. He knew well just what it would be too, and was prepared for it, despite the feeling of dread in his stomach.
 “You know that I will not stay here my whole life, just waiting to die so that the Daemon can pass to another for you to control,” he said.
 “I know,” Granger replied.
 “Truman has offered me a route into the rebellion,” he said, “I must take it.”
 “I know.” His reply surprised Kellan.
 “We have been expecting this,” Ganindhra said. “Not so bad at understanding you after all.”
 “That is why I am coming with you,” Granger said with a tired smile.
 “What?” Kellan gaped.
 “I am an Emissary,” he said, then shrugged. “Perhaps ‘historian’ would be better. Nevertheless, I must be there for the greatest story this world has ever known. I should be there for you, Kellan.” He placed a hand on Kellan’s shoulder, pressing his lips together in a tight smile.
 “Then how could I refuse your company?” Kellan embraced him. “What hope is there for us?”
 “There is always hope, Kellan. There is always hope.”
 
They lay together on the ground, on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool. Their fingers were entwined tenderly, and Eloya lazily caressed his wrist with her lips, sending shivers up his arm.
 The trees of the Grove grew tall around their secret place; the trees had long outlived the men and women they had borne.
 “I was thinking about the trees,” he said.
 “What about them,” she replied, her voice distant.
 “The way they remain long after their fruit is gone.”
 “Fruit?” she giggled. “Are you calling me a fruit?”
 “Sorry. Poor choice of words.”
 “I will let you make it up to me,” she said with a devilish smile and a wink. He smiled back.
 “What I mean is; they are a legacy of sorts. When you are gone, your tree will still continue to grow, and you will be remembered for it.” She rolled over and placed her chin on her chest so that she looked up at him seriously.
 “You want to leave a legacy?” she said.
 “What will I be remembered for when I am gone, Eloya?” he said.
 “You will be remembered,” she assured him.
He sighed, trying to grasp the right words. “I mean, I need to do something to be remembered for. You know why I left.”
 “I know why you said you left. But Kellan, you can be happy here without going away and risking your life.” She was on the brink of saying more, but bit her lip instead.
 “What would you say if I was to go away again for a while?”
 She sat up quickly, her face a thundercloud. “Are you serious?”
 “I never got a chance to clear my head,” he said calmly. “There is so much I need to do. There is so much to see. When the world is a safer place, I could take you to see the cities of the South. I have never seen the sea.”
 “Then wait for the world to be a safer place and we can go together,” she pleaded.
 “You know I need to be a part of it,” he said. “You have your legacy here. I need mine out there, in a free world.”
She hesitated, as if attempting to resolve some inner turmoil. Then she reached out and caressed his birth-marked face with a delicate hand. “You also have a legacy here.”
 He looked at her curiously. “It’s not the same,” he started to say.
 “Marry me,” she said quickly, as though casting the words out into the world before they could slink away into the unreachable recesses of her heart, unsaid.
 “What?” he replied weakly, too shocked by those two simple words to formulate a better answer.
 “It is time you settled down,” she continued, emboldened now. “You know that my father has offered you a job with real prospects. You should accept his offer.”
 Kellan groaned. His head fell back onto the soft grass and he laughed without humour.
 She slapped his chest. “Don’t laugh at me. Don’t you love me?”
 “Of course I love you,” he said quickly, “but we have our whole lives to get married and have ‘prospects’.”
 “And don’t mock me either. What about children?”
Kellan barked a laugh. “Children? I am too young to have children.” He was not sure he ever wanted to have them. What if they were tainted by the Daemon? How could he even contemplate bringing children into a world on the brink of disaster? “There are too many things I want to do with my life before getting tied down by children,” he said dismissively.
 “Or tied down by a wife,” she added with a wounded look.
 “That’s not what I meant.” Kellan rolled over and put his back to her.
 “Then what exactly do you mean, Kellan?” she said angrily. “You say that you love me, but you do not want to be with me.”
 “Of course I want to be with you,” he cast back over his shoulder.
 “Then marry me. People are talking.”
 “What? Who? Talking about what?” He rolled over to face her.
 “About us,” she averted her eyes.
 “What are they saying?”
 She did not answer, but her eyes were moist with tears.
 “Let them talk,” he said. “I don’t care.”
 “I care,” she pleaded.
 “I will not let a few wagging tongues change my mind,” he said hotly.
 “You can’t leave.”
 “I can, and I will. You do not control me.” There was real anger in his tone. He knew that he was being unfair, but he had put up with enough of other people’s strings about him. He reached for the Calm, almost by reflex, to silence the growing buzz of the Daemon. “Only I can decide what is best for me.”
 Kellan stood up.
 “Wait,” she said quickly; then hesitated as though wrestling with some inner dilemma. “I need you to stay.”
 “And I need to go,” he said firmly.
He turned his back on her and walked away. He could hear her cries, but they slid from the icy barrier without touching his soul. The Calm protected him from the empathy and guilt that vied for his attention, allowing his mind to focus on his singular goal.
 “Don’t you love me?” she pleaded, tears streaming freely from her eyes. But he was numb. “Kellan!” she wailed.
He walked away from her through the trees as she called his name with growing distress, through great, racking sobs as she sat on the ground. She put her hands on her belly, tenderly at first, as though protecting something there, but then began clawing at the soft flesh beneath her clothes. She screamed after him until her throat was raw. Eventually she stopped, and curled into a tight ball of misery; crying on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool.
 
The following morning they made to leave. Kellan hoped not to see Eloya. He had hardly slept at all that night for thinking about their final words. There had been no way to make her understand.
 Truman and Granger walked with him along the cobbled road leading to the rim and the steps that lead to the rest of the world.
 “Kellan!” he heard from behind. It was Elan. His heart sank; no doubt he was bringing some final pleading message from his sister. He did not want to have to send his friend away, or worse still, part with an argument between them.
 Then he saw that Elan was carrying a backpack, and his bow was slung across his back.
 “Kellan, wait,” he panted as he arrived. “I am coming with you.”
 “Are you mad? What will your father do when he finds out?”
 “He already knows. Said he’d tell mother when I’m well away.” He winced at that guiltily.
 Kellan looked at Truman, who shrugged. “The struggle needs every willing arm to lend its weight to the cause,” he said.
 “Besides,” Elan said, still catching his breath, “someone has to look after you. Keep you out of trouble.”
 “Well, if you’re sure you can keep up,” he replied. He nearly asked about Eloya, but clamped down on the unasked question.
 “Always wanted to see the sea,” he said.
 “Then we’ll see it together,” Kellan shook his hand firmly and slapped him on the shoulder with a grin.
They looked back just as they reached the rim. The verdant forests and Groves were coming to life with birdsong and the buzzing of insects. A humid mist clung to the surface of Topaz, barely shrouding the reflection of the great peaks of the Greater Cascus Mountains that held Lythuria in their bosom. The sun struck the snowy peaks, stark against the dawn sky. Then they turned as one and left the shelter of that haven and made their way into the cold, harsh Northlands, and for the first time in his life, Kellan knew he was heading in the right direction. His destiny beckoned like a lover’s soft call and a strange sense of relief began to pervade his mind.
 Everything would be all right.
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Seven
 
 
 The bodies of the dead and dying lay everywhere.
The attack on Moshet had come suddenly and unexpectedly. Thousands of Jendayans had advanced within an approaching snow storm to take the city with a surprise assault. Camouflaged in their pale grey cloaks, they blended into the oncoming blizzard, but they were spotted just in time to make a difference.
 The defenders had weathered the volleys of arrows that had signalled the start of the battle, and now they defended the walls themselves.
Elan had taken position above West Gate with the other archers along the ramparts to each side of a weathered barbican. His green skin was only of passing interest to those engaged with more immediate concerns. The ramparts passed through the barbican via a large wooden door on Elan’s side, and he could only assume the same for the other. The room within was occupied by more archers firing through arrow loops at anyone below that came into their field of view.
He helped himself to the plentiful supply of arrows they had. They were far cruder than those he would make for himself, but at such ranges it made no difference, and he would not waste those that he had crafted. The ground below boiled with invaders, trying to set up ladders and attacking the gate directly. The snow had been churned into a muddy slush, becoming bloodier by the minute as the archers rained death from above. Snow swirled in gusts, obscuring his view for seconds at a time and spoiling his aim.
He was soaked to the skin. The heat of his exertions melted the snow that fell on him in an instant, and his coat absorbed more and more water, getting heavier with every passing minute until it felt like he was carrying a dead weight. Eventually he cast it off. His shirt was no drier, but at least it did not weigh him down, and he was sweating despite the cold wind.
Long forked poles were situated at regular intervals along the wall, and their purpose became apparent when the first of the ladders topped the battlements. Quickly, the nearest two archers put down their bows and took up the pole. They placed the forked end over the top rung, and heaved it back over onto the attackers below, sending the climbers down with it.
He chose his targets carefully, picking them off with precisely placed arrows. Their own archers were not idle however, and he frequently had to duck down behind the battlements to avoid a volley. Luckily, with the distance they must have been firing from, they would be firing blind, and erring on the side of caution to avoid killing their own soldiers, and so most of the arrows sailed safely overhead.
A ladder appeared a few paces to his left. He glanced at his nearest comrade, a Dasari militiaman, who was already moving to get the pole. With the fork in place, Elan made ready to heave it over.
 “Wait,” the Dasari said, holding up his hand. “Give them a minute to get higher.” He winked, then, after a few moments, nodded.
 Elan could feel the weight of the bodies on the ladder as they pushed it back over, and as they reached the battlements on completion of the motion, both Elan and the Dasari peered over to watch three flailing figures landing in the snow from various heights.
 The Dasari gave Elan a wicked smile, then scurried back to his position and his bow.
 Another volley hissed safely overhead.
 “They’re giving us their arrows,” the Dasari laughed as he loosed another shot into the crowded area in front of the barbican. “We’re not running short yet, you bastards!” he shouted.
 His glee was short lived.
 Despite the weather and against all logic, they had managed to set fire to the western gate. The ageing timber began to crackle as smoke and steam billowed from its base.
 “Water!” he yelled over his shoulder, but as he turned back, an arrow thudded into his shoulder. Elan ducked as the volley hissed through the air to either side of him.
 They had clearly got their range right now. He crawled over to the Dasari who groaned in pain as Elan tried to get him to sit up with the battlements to his back. He heard the clatter of a ladder above his head, and he grabbed the pole from the rampart. He glanced about for aid, but ladders were topping the wall everywhere and the other archers had their own worries. Another well ranged volley thinned the archers a little more in what was clearly a well drilled move. Once the range was found, the assault could begin in earnest.
He waited for a break between volleys, and placed the fork on the ladder. He pushed with all his strength and the ladder rocked back by a full stride before the weight of the climbers pushed him back. His boots skidded on the slick, polished stone of the rampart, and the ladder clattered back onto the wall. He felt the juddering of the ladder through the pole that signalled the Jendayan’s approach. He dropped the pole as he slipped to his knees and scrambled for his bow as the invader topped the battlement, reaching for an arrow from his quiver at the same time. He rolled onto his back and released the arrow from his sprawled position, killing the Jendayan before he could leap the wall. Kellan could see the grey cloak had been thrown back to reveal the reddish leather armour beneath, and the man’s head was wrapped in grey cloth, his face veiled with the same pale disguise. The eyes were unmistakeable however, with their down turned corners.
He reached his knees by the time the next soldier topped the wall, and sent him tumbling with an arrow to the neck. The Jendayan archers had ceased their volleys now that the damage had been done, and Elan stood to release his next arrow. All along the ramparts, those veiled attackers with their pale grey cloaks were breaching the defences.
 At close quarters, the lightly armoured archers were no match for the Jendayan infantry, and the ramparts would soon be flooded by the grey tide.
 Elan fired as fast as he could, drawing and aiming, then releasing the arrow as he reached for the next.
 To his left. To his right. The ladders poured grey-clad figures over the wall with gleaming blades.
All around, he heard the screams of the dying archers as they were slain or otherwise jumped from the ramparts to take their chances with a fall to the cobbles below. He cursed himself for never having learned to use a sword properly, but also wondered how much good it would do him here.
He was just considering whether or not the jump was an option, when he saw a group of soldiers charging up the ramp to the ramparts with Truman at their lead. Just in time, they arrived to save Elan from being swamped. The last of the archers were fleeing the wall, as Elan saw at every ramp, dozens of Dasari militiamen pouring onto the ramparts to drive the attackers back.
The fighting was fierce and bloody. The Jendayans were skilled swordsmen, and their number was being constantly replenished via the ladders. Truman arrived at Elan’s side as he released an arrow into a charging Jendayan. The impact knocked the invader over backwards, and his feet flew from under him, but his overall momentum was still forward, and he skidded across the slick stone into Elan’s ankles. He stumbled, slipping as he did, one boot slipping over the edge of the rampart
 Truman caught his flailing arm as he teetered over the edge of the stone. He caught his breath as he glanced down to the snow covered cobbles thirty feet below.
 “You do not want to do that,” Truman said, pulling Elan back to safety. “You are needed at South Gate. Go!”
 Elan nodded, and made for the ramp. His path had been cleared by the militiamen, who were now engaged with the Jendayans on the wall, and trying to stem the flow by dealing with the ladders. He sprinted for South Gate following those other archers that had survived.
 
Blunt watched smoke lick through the joints of the wooden gate. The cracks glowed orange as did the growing gap at the bottom. It would not hold for long. South Gate was also aflame, and he had sent more archers and footsoldiers there to stem the inevitable tide when the gates fell. But the bulk of the attacking force was here at West Gate. There were four gates to defend, and he had been lumbered with the busy one. He had ordered barricades be built along the sides of the wide road where the enemy would enter when the gates did fall. A collection of overturned carts, large and small furniture, lengths of timber, and even unused coffins from a nearby undertaker formed twelve foot high barriers to either side of the gate that stretched for a hundred paces along the cobbled thoroughfare.
 He hoped that it would be enough.
 The tide on the ramparts was turning with the local militia managing to regain control of much of the wall, at great cost, and the attackers were putting up few new ladders now that they sensed the gate about to collapse.
Just as he thought that, a cry went out from above. Several wide ladders, enough to take six men abreast, appeared over the battlements. The defenders struggled to tip them, but they were too heavy, and getting heavier with every new clambering body that attached itself to the rungs.
 “Bugger,” Blunt muttered. Then the gates crashed in. Burned to the point of weakness, the hinges crumpled under the impact of a large battering ram. Blunt thought he had heard a cry of warning over the clamour from above, but the large tree trunk would have been obscured by the blizzard until the last moment.
 The gates fell in a shower of sparks and glowing embers.
 From his horse at the head of the mounted column, he raised his sword.
 “Ready!” He heeled his horse sideways to make way for the horsemen.
 There was a moment of relative calm as the smoke was whipped away by the biting wind, before the Jendayans burst through the open arch of the barbican. He paused long enough to let a certain number through then gave the order.
 “Charge!”
 Two hundred mounted soldiers, including Valia, charged past him, the deafening clatter of the hooves on the cobbles echoing from the high walls. Screams mingled with the clatter as men fell beneath the horses’ hooves, and longswords found their mark. The attackers were quickly crushed, and driven back through the open barbican, whose iron hinges, hot from the fire still, hissed as snowflakes touched them. The horsemen fanned out as they poured from the city gate, cutting a swathe through the attacking ranks. A few were dragged from their mounts when they became bogged down in the bodies and churned up mud, and died as the Jendayans fell upon them. Several horses stumbled, throwing or crushing their riders whose fate was no better.
 Then, in the chaos of the blizzard, they turned and thundered back into the embrace of the city walls.
Olimar arrived at his father’s side as the cavalry returned.
 “South Gate is holding, Blunt, but they could use some horsemen there.”
 “Take fifty. No more, I will need them here. And I need more foot for that bloody wall!”
 Olimar nodded, and shouted to one of the riders as he went by. “All men forward of you, bring them to South Gate.” Then he galloped forward calling to the others he had selected.
 Blunt grimaced. That was more like sixty. By his estimate, they had lost forty in that first charge, and they were not done yet. He was relieved to see Valia among those returning; he would rather the Dasari took the losses for their city. They were merely guests.
 
Elan was part of a line of sixty archers facing the blackened South Gate. Thirty knelt and thirty stood. Captain Erin shouted his commands over the noise of the battle. The line faced the open barbican where Jendayans had massed in the gloom of the storm, appearing endlessly from the grey, howling exterior to meet the defenders’ arrows.
 “Volley! Volley! Volley!”
 Elan found the pace comfortable among those at the back of the double line, but that was all that could be said in favour of his position. His fingers were numb with cold, and his heart pounded in his chest. He had not retrieved his coat, and was now feeling the chill as exhaustion began to set in.
Each arrow he loosed was one less in his quiver, and there were no more to hand. The fighting on the ramparts was at a stalemate, neither side gaining the upper hand, but that was better than it could have been. He tried not to dwell on the outcome if the Jendayans took control of the ramparts, instead concentrating on his own task; making every arrow count.
 He glanced down for a quick count, and saw eight left.
 “Volley!” It found its mark, and the whole wave went down.
Seven.
 “Volley!” It took a man in the sternum.
Six.
 “Volley!” It hit an attacker in the chest, along with two others. Wasteful.
Five.
 “Volley!” Another in the chest, and another wave dropped
Four.
 “Volley!” Several Jendayans with crossbows aimed and fired from the smouldering gate before they were felled. Elan heard the bolts find their marks, and his heart raced faster.
Three.
 “Volley!” The hiss of a crossbow bolt at the same moment he released and his neighbour was thrown back with a grunt.
Two.
 “Volley!” He heard shouts of “Out!” as other archers found their quivers empty. His arrow took a crossbowman before he could fire. Where was Olimar?
Last one.
 “Volley!” he loosed the arrow, calling “Out!” and dropped another.
 “Break!” Captain Erin yelled. It was the most welcome command he had ever heard. Jendayans poured over the piles of bodies of their fallen comrades as the archers fled, and Elan heard the thunder of hooves. More than fifty horsemen charged down the broad, cobbled street, driving into the footsoldiers and scattering their shattered bodies. The horsemen drove the enemy beyond the ruined gate, and Elan breathed a heavy sigh of relief. But there was no time for resting and he quickly replenished his quiver from one of several crates that had arrived by handcart from Fate knew where. While the horsemen did their work outside of South Gate, they turned their attention to the ramparts above.
 
On the ramparts above West Gate, those broad ladders were causing problems. The defenders could barely hold them back, and several Jendayans had made it as far as the ramps leading down into the city where they had only been stopped by strategically placed archers. But the militia on the ramparts were taking losses as well. Once the enemy were over the wall and on firm footing, they were proving to be superior swordsmen to the militia, and the advantage was swinging away from Truman and his allies.
The speed of their slender blades was nearly that of his own rapier, and he found himself defending more and more. They left few openings as a soldier wielding a heavier weapon would have, and he struggled against their techniques. Reinforcements arrived from time to time, but what they really needed was to rid themselves of those bloody ladders. A group of perhaps six men with three poles could probably topple them, but it was hard enough finding a single ally to watch your back, let alone another five.
A slip from his opponent opened up an opportunity to drive the point of his sword into the veiled man’s throat. He kicked the dying man from the end of his sword and lunged at another, whose attention was directed at a large Dasari swinging a huge two headed axe. The Jendayan could easily dodge the slow sweeps, and was about to attack the exposed ribs of the slower fighter when Truman whipped the point of his rapier across the side of his neck. A gout of blood poured from the stricken man’s wound as he fell from the rampart.
The barrel-chested Dasari militiaman briefly nodded his thanks, and then charged at two Jendayans cresting the battlements side by side. One sweep of the double-handed axe sent them both tumbling with great gashes across their lightly armoured chests. He took up a position at the ladder, and killed three more Jendayans before a fourth put a crossbow bolt through his throat to prevent the axe from doing further damage. Truman could not hold that ladder alone, and allies were getting thinner and thinner on the ground.
 Where were those reinforcements?
Now the attackers outnumbered the defenders on the wall. He had fought his way to the heavy wooden door of the barbican, where three Jendayans faced him. Their pale cloaks were thrown back over their shoulders to free their sword arms, revealing the red hue of the leather armour beneath. Had the rampart been wider, they could have easily taken him, but as it was, they would have to attack one at a time. Behind them, the wall was almost devoid of defenders, and the enemy were starting to pour down the ramps unhindered.
One of the soldiers rushed in, hoping to take him off guard as he glanced away momentarily, but Truman deflected the thrust and brought his dagger into play, driving it into the attacker’s throat. He tipped away the dead weight over the edge of the rampart to free his hands, but already the next was upon him, and the blade bit into his forearm. The Jendayan had overstretched, so did not manage to put his full force into the strike, but still, Truman felt his left hand go limp.
 His dagger lost, he cursed and drove the rapier into the chest of the attacker as he sought to recover his balance
The third took an offensive position as he was joined by another Jendayan, less intent on running down the ramp into the city. Truman slumped. Blood ran freely from the fingertips of his left hand. He was exhausted, beaten, he knew the game was up. He considered the jump to the cobbles below; perhaps one of those bodies would break his fall.
 He just had no more strength.
He was alone among the enemy on the wall now; the last man standing and facing two attackers, one-handed, exhausted and losing blood.
 He sagged against the stone of the barbican at his back
 Then a shout rang out. A rider galloped up the near ramp, throwing the Jendayan soldiers over the edge as the horse battered its way through the throng. For a moment Truman thought he was dreaming, or already dead.
 It was her. Valia.
She thundered onto the wall, her mount’s hooves skidding on the wet stone as its nostrils flared, blowing gouts of hot breath into the air. Its wet flanks were hazed with steam as she swung her great sword, single handed, to devastating effect. The horse reared, and brought its steel shod hooves down onto the scrabbling man below, then accelerated towards Truman, casting men from the rampart to disappear, screaming from view.
Valia.
In his time of greatest need she had come to his aid. She had never looked more beautiful. Strands of hair, wet with snow, sweat and blood clung to her face. He could see the determination on her face as she urged the horse on, heaving her sword left and right to cut down her enemies.
The vision gave him strength. The first Jendayan brought his sword higher, lazily preparing for the easy kill, but Truman had one burst of energy left. He drove his rapier home, taking the man in the chest, then, pushing off the wall, drove the dying man into his fellow behind, losing his blade in the process. The second man was scrabbling to his feet, when Valia arrived, like a hero out of legend. Her longsword felled the attacker even as he tried to right himself, then, with her left hand, grabbed Truman’s wrist and pulled him onto the saddle behind her.
He wrapped his good arm around her waist as she turned the beast on the narrow wall, and clung on for all he was worth. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, shutting out the cries all around as they burst through the awestruck attackers who had just topped the wall. Her scent mingled with that of sweat and leather, and the movement of her body against his intoxicated his receding senses. His final thought before blackness took him was of how perfectly happy he was in that sublime moment.
 
Captain Renald stood facing North Gate. He held his left wrist loosely in his right hand behind his back. The ranks of footsoldiers behind him were getting restless, not for the yearning to fight, but with cold. He looked at his right shoulder, and brought his left hand around to measure the snow that had piled there
Three fingers. A new record.
 He brushed the snow from both shoulders, and turned to his men. There were many there not of the militia, and their dress and formation was not as neat as he might have liked, but a man worked with what he was given, and he had been handed a rough body of men. They would fight though, he was sure. They would not have stood this long in this foul weather had they not been willing.
North Gate held. The enemy had not been successful in breaking through as they had done at West and South Gates. He remembered when the two remaining gates had been installed; it was the same year that he was promoted to Captain which would be nearly twelve years ago now, and the City’s plans had been to replace all four, which were showing their age. However, the Governor at the time had chosen to redecorate one of his residences with the money instead, only replacing East Gate’s timber, as that would be the gate passed through by visitors on the road from Kor’Habat. The northern gate had only been replaced because a visiting dignitary desired to go hunting in the hills to the north, and so hurried orders were given to replace that gate. Carpenters worked night and day for three days to complete it in time so that the notable personage would not have to pass through an old looking gate.
 He had decided not to go hunting after all. It was too hot.
The century old timber of the remaining gates had proved only too willing to ignite.
 North Gate had been quiet enough recently, though word was that East Gate had only had to deal with a few tentative, probing attacks. The Eritanian, Caspar Gillen, had an easy task there, but then it was not his city and so he would probably be less inclined to risk his life for it. Better he stayed where the action was not.
The Jendayans had clearly assumed that they would arrive at the city undetected, and be inside the walls before any resistance was met, but thanks to the lucky timing of the arrival of the forces from Hillfoot, that was not the case. Half an hour had not been as much time to prepare as he would have liked, but Captain Renald would sooner have that than no time at all.
 With two gates breached, the Jendayans were concentrating their efforts there and so when the mercenary’s son arrived at speed requesting soldiers for West Gate, he was only too happy to oblige.
 “Take what you need; I feel the enemy are losing their appetite for the city,” he said. “Any fresh news from the other gates?”
 “The East is quiet, and the South is winning,” Olimar said. “But they are throwing everything they have left at West Gate.” Olimar went about selecting a detachment to send west.
 “I do hope they are gone by supper,” Captain Renald said to himself, then returned to his vigil.
 
 Alano Clemente arrived at West Gate with three hundred footsoldiers at his back. Captain Renald of the Moshet Militia had answered the call for reinforcements, by sending a significant portion of his own units from North Gate.
 “We need to retake the bloody ramparts!” Blunt shouted. “Archers and foot are on their way from East Gate, but until they get here, we need to hold them on the ramps. There are too many of the bastards in the city already.”
 There was fierce fighting at the bottom of the ramps already as footsoldiers fought against the press of bodies trying to get down to gain access to the city. A few bowmen were picking Jendayan soldiers off as they fought their way down, but they could do with having an elevated position. Pikemen were holding the burned out gateway, but could not do so indefinitely. They needed to retake the ramparts and use the archers to hit the enemy from above.
 “They cannot retreat.” Alano said loudly as those behind him broke into smaller units, and joined the fray where they could.
 “I know.”
 “The snow is too deep now for an ordered withdrawal. They must have known it would come to this if they did not take the city quickly. Their commanders must have known that using that storm for cover would also cut them off from the main body of the Jendayan invasion. It will be waist deep out there at least with the drifting.”
 Blunt nodded. “They had expected to be warming their feet by the fire by now, with the city taken. The problem with them having no means of escape is that the buggers will keep coming at us until the last man is dead. And Fate knows how many are already inside the city, the ramparts were lost a long time ago.”
 “The city is full of civilians!”
 “There are squads combing the city now for intruders; feel free to join them. Let us hope the good people of Moshet have sturdy locks on their doors.”
Alano stepped aside as Blunt urged his horse to join the last remaining group of cavalry soldiers. There were less than forty left. The repeated charges to clear the gate had been hugely effective, but had cost lives. Blunt consoled himself with the knowledge that the mounted soldiers had taken ten times their number in Jendayan lives, and he would add his weight to that now. The pikemen were buckling from the weight of the attack.
 Blunt drew his sword as the cavalry formed behind him, and held it above his head. Steel sang on steel as the cavalry did the same.
 “Pikemen!” he bellowed. “Break!”
 And as the footsoldiers folded back like petals at dawn, the cavalry charged once more.
 
Marlon led one of several units, searching Moshet in an ordered pattern for Jendayan soldiers. Being Dasari himself, he felt an obligation to rid the city of invaders. He had not been raised in Moshet, but had spent several winters here as a boy, and served part of his blacksmith’s apprenticeship here. He knew the streets well enough. They had met three groups already; six, four, and a lone pair. His fifteen men had overwhelmed the enemy without loss though Dimas was among them, and he fancied that the whirlwind of rage that the drunk became when sighting Jendayans, could have dealt with them alone. There were over twenty groups moving through the city, each armed with a whistle to blow if they met a force they could not handle. The sound would bring reinforcements if needed. That was the hope.
 Alano ran awkwardly through the snow to join them.
 “Marlon,” he panted as he called softly. Marlon stopped to wait for him. “Blunt thought I might join one of your units. I met another three streets over, they said you were here.”
 “You are welcome to join us. How goes the defence?”
 “The gates are holding. West Gate was struggling for a while, hence your job here, but I think that, for now at least, no more are getting through.”
A scream from a road to their left caught his attention. The squad ran towards the sound, crunching through the deep snow. The buildings in this district were primarily dwellings, terraced and on two levels. The doors opened directly onto a cobbled lane that was barely wide enough to fit a horse drawn cart down. Marlon signalled for the men to hold back and proceeded carefully, taking care not to crunch too heavily in the snow. Fresh prints in the deep carpet led to a door from the other direction. He counted three distinct sets.
With the windows shuttered against the weather, it was impossible to get a view of the inside, but Marlon counted three sets of boot prints. How could these raiders possibly hope to conceal their movements when every step left a deep hole on the snow?
Turning back to his men, he held up three fingers and beckoned. The three nearest stepped forward, including Alano, who had found himself at the front having been speaking with Marlon. Dimas pushed past them, intent on getting involved. The others hesitated, then one of the militiamen sidled back to leave the others to advance silently.
 Marlon had been hoping for stealth; he had no idea what they would find beyond that door, and Dimas was not the most predictable of men. But trying to reorganise them now might well alert the intruders, so he bit back his protest, and put his ear to the door.
There was shuffling inside and a thump on the floorboards, but no voices, and certainly no more screaming. That was either very good, or very bad. There was only one way to find out.
He took a step back and lifted his boot, driving it hard into the door just below the lock. The timber splintered and the door crashed in. Three Jendayans turned as one. One of them was sitting at the opposite side of a table in the middle of the room, his sword set down on it as he rubbed warmth back into one of his feet. The other two were standing by the hearth, their hands toasting over the meagre coals behind him. They all had their veils down off of their faces, clearly comfortable in the warmth.
Dimas was the first through, looking every bit the madman with his wild hair and animal cry, charging in before Marlon could regain his footing. He held the sword in both hands, gripping it above his head and allowing the blade to point down behind him as he cleared the threshold. He hurled it forwards with all his strength, sending it end over end into the chest of the man to the right of the hearth before his sword cleared its scabbard. Two more strides and he dived at the sitting man with a snarl, sliding across the table and spilling the sword from his frantic grasps. They crashed to the floorboards, grappling with each other, as Alano, Marlon and the other militiaman followed. The third man faced them as Dimas choked the life from the one he had leapt upon.
 The Jendayan eyed the doorway behind the three men, but even as he did so, it filled with the forms of more armed men. His shoulders relaxed, and his expression grew softer, then he took what looked like a black twig from a pouch at his hip and put it in his mouth. He gagged, and then fell to his knees with eyes wide, toppling forwards. By the time he hit the floor, he was dead, and black bubbles oozed from his mouth when Marlon kicked the body over.
Dimas still squeezed at the crushed throat of the limp body whose chest he sat on. He shook the head, thumping it roughly on the floorboards, little sobs escaping him. Alano went to put a hand on his shoulder, to stop his pointless efforts. That was when he saw the bodies.
In a dim corner of the room, at the foot of the stairs, lay the bodies of the house’s former inhabitants. They had been dumped unceremoniously, with blood still pooling on the worn floorboards. His eyes were drawn to the foot of the stairs, then up a few steps to where a wide eyed child was standing. She could not have been more than three, and she clutched a rag doll to her chest as though it was the most precious thing in the world.
 Alano moved quickly. He put himself at the foot of the stairs to shield the view of her slaughtered parents, and held his hand out to the child.
 “That is a pretty doll,” he said with a smile. “What is her name?”
 
Truman woke with his left arm on fire. He felt terrible; his head ached, his mouth was so dry that his tongue had stuck to his roof, and his stomach vied for his attention between nausea and ravenous hunger. He sat up in the dim light, cradling his injured arm. It had been bound with thick bandages, and reeked of a concoction of herbs and Fate alone knew what else.
He found himself in a long room, one of dozens of injured lying on blankets on the floor, lined against the two longest walls. Civilian women and a few men moved hurriedly from patient to patient, offering water or comfort, dressing wounds, or in a few cases, covering the faces of the recently deceased. He managed to stand on shaky legs, and started for the nearest civilian along the pathway between the feet of the casualties. A few glanced at him, but said nothing. If he was able to walk, he was of no concern to them.
 “Please,” he said to the nearest, as his unsteady steps brought him closer. “Is the battle won?”
 “It is over, if that is what you mean,” she replied as she worked to stem the flow of blood on a patient, “though I see few winners here. Brave men who have paid the price.”
 “Where is the mercenary band led by Kilarn Bluntis?”
 “Who?” the woman replied, her exhaustion evident.
 “Scurrilous Blunt,” he corrected himself, “the mercenary.”
She recognised that name. “I hear they are staying in ‘The Turner’s Retreat’,” she said. “Do you know it?”
 Truman nodded. “I do.” He had performed there in the past; it was an inn near West Gate, and as he recalled, they had nice ale there. His stomach heaved and his head thumped a little harder at the thought.
 “One more thing,” he said, “how do I get out of this place?”
 “You should be resting, not carousing,” she scolded him; pulling the bandage she was working on a little too tight to show her disapproval. The patient grunted in pain, and Truman bowed his head in apology to the man.
 “I am in no mood for carousing, madam; I merely wish to return to my friends.”
 The woman loosened her shoulders a little and turned to him. She was pretty, and Truman found himself smoothing his moustaches with thumb and forefinger. “I am sorry,” she said. “It has been a long day.”
 “What is the hour?”
 “Well past time I was in bed, that is all I know.”
The Truman of old, perhaps having lost less blood than he had today would have had a witty response to that. Instead he remained silent.
 “Up to the end of the room, turn right and up the stairs. You will find a door leading to the grain market. Mind your footing in the snow.”
He thanked her, and made his way past the injured men on both sides. He was glad of the dim light, as it obscured the worst of the injuries. Bloody bandages, makeshift splints and the smell of death filled the room. When he made it to the hallway at the end, he turned right, glancing into the rooms he passed to see the same picture he had just left. Scores of maimed and injured filled the rooms, and corpses were being carried out on litters.
The stone steps took him to the welcome relief of the clean air outside. The biting cold was a small price to pay to not be one of the dying in the cellars below. He knew Moshet well, and made his way through the snow. It had seen enough foot traffic now to be beaten down, and the flakes were no longer falling, but he had to be wary of icy patches where the snow was compacted and polished. The sallow light from the lamps barely lit his way, but he found ‘The Turner’s Retreat’, and it was as he had remembered it.
There was laughter from within, and sounds of celebration. He pushed open the door to find the Band drinking to their success. There were also many of the ‘Remnants’ in the room, and faces he knew from their time in the mountains, but she was not.
 “Truman!” Elan shouted, raising his tankard. “You are alive.”
He made his way through the tavern, wincing at the enthusiastic slaps on the back, and shaking hands with friends.
 “Have you written the first ballad yet?” Elan asked, leaning forward, intoxicated on the ale and the thrill of surviving the battle.
 “Not yet, my friend, but I will save a line in it for you.”
 “A line?” he protested. “I am worthy of a full verse at least. Elan Arellan, the sure eyed bowman from the north. Saviour of Moshet!” He was met with cheers and jeers alike.
 “The last I saw of you,” Truman said for all to hear, “you were falling from the rampart. I will save that verse for myself.” The jeers grew louder.
Elan rose to the challenge. “This from a man who slept through half the battle!”
 “Play us something lively, Truman,” someone called.
 Truman help up his injured arm apologetically. “There will be no playing tonight.”
 “Well that’s a blessing, if ever I heard of one.” The voice had come from the door. Valia had entered with Marlon, who was making his way to Blunt’s table in the corner of the room, where the old mercenary had propped himself up against the wall, in full leather armour, and the bright red, wide brimmed hat complete with green feathers.
Truman met her eyes, and for a moment, the room was empty save for them. Most of her hair had escaped her braid, and hung loosely on one shoulder. She pulled off her heavy cloak, draping it over the back of the nearest chair, and unbuckled her leather breastplate, then dumped it on a table. Her heavy cotton shirt beneath was soaked with sweat, sleeves mottled with blood.
 She was so beautiful that he was rendered speechless.
 She strode assuredly to the bar, and leaned on it heavily, calling to the barkeep. “Wine for myself, if you will, and my friend here is without refreshment.”
 Truman almost refused the offer, but his words died on his tongue when she turned to face him.
 “Are you well?” she asked. “You were nothing but dead weight when I took you from the rampart. You had lost a great deal of blood by the time we reached the infirmary.”
He found his voice after a moment, but struggled for words. “Valia. What you did; it is beyond my ability to thank you. The peril you put yourself in to come to my aid, puts me in your debt…” she held up a calloused hand to stop him.
 “You would have done the same for me,” she said.
 “I…” he began.
 “People!” Marlon shouted to quieten the room. Blunt nodded a vague sort of thanks when the last of the revellers went quiet. He removed his hat, looking pale and exhausted.
 “Today we won a great victory,” he began, raising a tankard that was still almost full. “Some of you fought bravely, you know who you are. But most of you only barely managed to live up to the exceedingly low expectations I had to begin with.” Derisive murmurs mingled with good natured jeers. “But the result of your lack lustre efforts has been; a good many civilian lives saved and a bloody nose for those bastarding Jendayan sons of bitches.” That drew a louder cheer. His tankard was still raised, though he looked fit to drop from exhaustion. “There remains, however, one final duty to fulfil before we can truly consider our task complete.” He paused. “Drink the city dry.”
A cheer went up again, and this time continued, as tankards were knocked together, and tables drummed. The serving girls carried trays of ale into the room, and one of the ‘Remnants’ started to play on a flute. Truman recognised the tune. It was a popular piece for dancing, and it only took moments for one of the Band to grab Valia’s wrist, and pull her away from the bar for a whirl on the inn’s bare floorboards.
Truman had never seen Valia dance before, and she was clearly not used to the idea, but she threw herself into it, riding the crest of a wave of relief among the survivors.
Truman saw Granger, sitting at the table with Blunt. The historian was writing in one of his journals, perhaps details of the battle from Blunt’s perspective. Granger was diligent in his recording of events, and even over the noise, they worked. Blunt’s ale was still untouched, which was not like him at all, and the way he was leaning on that wall as though he could barely support his own weight made Truman wish he would just go to bed. He had heard about the cavalry charges the old mercenary had been involved in, and wondered that he was still upright at all.
Dimas was asleep under a table already, blissfully unaware of the feet that thundered on the boards around him. The serving girls had been urged to join the dance, so now Valia was not the only woman in the sets. They twirled and laughed, clapping in time to the flute, and stamping their feet on the hollow floor.
Alano Clemente had been subdued after what had been a torrid few hours of rounding up the Jendayans that had broken through the defensive line. The Moshet militia had been left to finish the job, as a few dozen were still at large, but Alano and Marlon had been required to do their share of the tidying up. He was telling Truman about a child whose parents had been killed. He had taken the girl to a neighbour and left her there for safety, but the thought that the child might remember the scene clearly played on his mind.
 “Children are the most resilient of all of us,” Truman said. “With care from another family, she will be well. She was fortunate to have had a man of your sensitivity near.”
 “A few moments earlier, and we may have saved the parents.”
 “You cannot dwell on what could have been. Deal with what you have.”
 “Do you think she will take that memory from her childhood?” he asked.
 “She may have an image in her mind of the room itself, but I believe her lasting impression will be that of the kindness you showed.”
 “So cruel,” Alano said, shaking his head sadly.
 “You have no children yourself?”
 “No, Casilda cannot bear children.”
 “But, you wished for them.”
 Alano nodded. “I only ever wanted to be a farmer, and raise crops and little Clementes.”
 “And you find yourself here instead.”
Elan interrupted their conversation. “Kellan would have loved this party.” He beamed, clearly enjoying the ale. “Have you had a dance yet?”
 “I have not, my friend,” Truman said, lifting his bandaged forearm. “I have sustained enough injury today, without having my feet trampled as well.”
 “You never did have the stamina of us younger men,” he replied.
 “Find me a lady to lead,” Alano declared, leaping from his stool, suddenly bright again, “and I will show you a dance called the Balina Whip. Any man left standing will win my undying admiration and respect.”
 With that, Alano and Elan barrelled back into the fray.
Blunt was asleep, propped up against the wall, still with his leather breastplate on. The incongruity of the red hat tipped low over his eyes was startling to look at. The music and dancing had not died down, despite the Balina Whip having taken its toll on a few, who sat panting at their tables. This was a good party. Wasted on himself as far as Truman was concerned, and he drained the last of his wine, planning to find a bed for the night upstairs. The revellers would no doubt be up until dawn anyway, and nothing was more desirable right then than a good night’s sleep.
 Valia arrived at his side, flushed of cheek and short of breath.
 “Another?” she nodded at his empty cup.
 “I was just about to order one,” he lied hurriedly.
 “You had better watch yourself,” she giggled. Giggled! Valia! “Someone may take advantage of you in your weakened state.”
 “I will be on my guard,” he replied, smoothing his moustaches with thumb and forefinger.
 She took a large gulp of wine as soon as it arrived.
 “I am not the only one who will need to be on guard,” he said nodding at the half empty cup.
 “Well perhaps I will be,” she winked at him. “Perhaps not.”
 Truman smoothed his moustaches again, and took a sip of his wine.
 This was not right.
 “Valia, I am tired, and in a lot of pain,” he began to say.
 She put a finger to his lips to silence him. “Let me help with that.” She leaned forward to kiss him, just as one of the Band tumbled into her, another victim of the Balina Whip. She shoved him away brusquely as Truman took his cue to leave. He took another sip of the wine, and bowed politely.
 “Goodnight, Valia,” he said, turning as every fibre of his being struggled against him. This was his chance. Valia was drunk and vulnerable, practically throwing herself at him. And he was going to bed! The Truman of old would not have let a simple scratch on the arm keep him from his prize.
 But he was not the Truman of old.
As he reached the stairs, his eye was drawn by the sense of something awry in the corner of the room. Olimar was trying to rouse Blunt from his slumber. It must have been well into the small hours, and Olimar was shaking the mercenary’s shoulder gently. Truman paused, and began to make his way through the numerous merry-makers towards the corner of the room.
 “Blunt,” Olimar said over the noise, shaking a little harder. “Blunt!” He gently patted his father’s cheeks.
 “Blunt,” he repeated, giving the shoulder one last shake.
 “Father?” he said softly. But Blunt did not move. Olimar hushed those around him, and slowly, like ripples in a pond, the room became quiet, all eyes on the corner of the room.
Blunt was propped firmly against the wall, his hat over his eyes and feet spread before him; his fingers were twined, holding his hands in place on his lap. He was a picture of blissful inebriety. Yet his ale remained untouched on the table.
 “Father?” Olimar repeated, gently removing the hat from his father’s head. He felt at the side of Blunt’s thick neck for a moment, then began to search his body carefully. Feeling around between the wall and his father’s back, he hesitated, and then withdrew a blood-stained hand.
 “Father,” he whispered, and then sat dumbly back onto the stool behind him, staring at his bloody palm.
 “He must have sustained the injury in battle,” Truman whispered, “And kept it from us.”
 “Why?” Olimar said quietly. Truman shook his head.
 Granger stood up and approached the table. “Because he knew that he could not be saved.” The whole room stared at him as he walked slowly towards Olimar and his father. “He did not wish to die on his back in the infirmary. He must have known one of his vitals was punctured. His armour stemmed the bleeding but he would have known what the only outcome could be.”
 “Then why not tell me,” Olimar said accusingly.
 “‘The company of friends’, was what he said. Do you remember that silly game you played in the mountains? Describing how you all would choose to die? This was his wish. Surrounded by the joyful sounds of those he had fought beside, not the hand wringing, and buoyant words of false cheer that are spoken at the deathbed.”
 Olimar bowed his head, and was silent for long minutes. He held tightly to the wrist of his deceased father. No-one dared speak.
 “Are you writing our stories, in those books you carry?” he asked eventually without lifting his eyes.
 Granger nodded. “I am,” he said.
 “Then remember him well in your words,” Olimar said. “He had a good heart.” With that, Olimar rose, and walked in silence to the stairs, which he ascended slowly, his light tread the only sound.
In the shocked silence that followed, the soldiers exchanged solemn looks as their minds were wrenched into a simulacrum of sobriety. Truman shared knowing looks with friends, knowing that the enormity of Blunt’s death could not fully be appreciated yet. It would need time to sink in. He caught Valia’s eye, but she quickly looked away and walked unsteadily to the far end of the bar. He made to move towards her, when Elan’s expression caught his attention.
The Lythurian stood with his jaw slack, and his eyes focused on the middle distance somewhere above the door. His hands were trembling slightly.
 “Elan?” he said, concern switching to his friend. “What is it?”
 His voice, when he spoke, was barely a whisper. “It’s all gone. It’s all gone.” Then his eyes rolled back to white, and he slumped heavily onto the floorboards as though he was a puppet whose strings had been cut.
 
The days became as one; the weeks merged into a single, long agony until pain itself receded. Kellan was unrelenting. He slept only when exhaustion pulled him to the ground, and ate only when his strength was gone entirely. He was gaunt, and dirty. Cuts on his hands and legs had become infected from their exposure to grime. The horse had died two weeks earlier, driven too hard for too long until its heart gave out, throwing Kellan into the snow. But he had barely lain for a heartbeat. His mind was fixed.
He had not been able to find Eloya when he searched from within the Calm since an indeterminable time before that. Such was the oppressiveness of his fear and anxiety, that the barrier trembled with thought-shattering intensity, scattering his efforts like a fox scatters chickens.
 He was pressed against a membrane separating his rationality from all out madness, and leaks were beginning to form. There was no option but to go on; press further up the mountain; force the body ever onwards and upwards through the snow.
 Had he glanced back he might have noticed the onset of an early spring chasing him into the highlands, but his eyes were fixed ever higher, ever nearer to Eloya.
When the Veil came into view, it was some time before it registered with his consciousness. He had been watching it draw nearer, a passenger in his own body, crawling with frost blackened fingers to its base. When he acknowledged it at last, it was as though a bucket of icy water had been thrown over him. He gasped as pain returned with the realisation.
 He found new strength to forge ahead, as well as a mental lift that allowed him to use the Calm once more with any sort of cogency. Still there was no sign of Eloya’s mind.
He held onto the Calm, using it to coordinate his broken body up the steep, stone steps that rose beside the Veil; memories of his weightless moment stirred by the tumbling waters added fortitude to the shield. He sought Eloya again, without success; disquiet pushed against the Calm as the Daemon began to stir. He climbed higher, on knees and forearms, his hands useless, searching for his love.
There!
 He found her. But it was not right. It felt like her, should be her, yet she was distant. Faded and indistinct. Could she be asleep?
No.
 The knowledge brought an avalanche of emotion crashing onto the Calm as he came over the crest of the steps.
 She drifted free of the Life-force. Grey and cold. A lost soul unable or unwilling to find rest within the Soul Keeper’s care.
 Lythuria had been reduced to ashes.
He stumbled to his feet and faltered into the vast bowl. Topaz was clear, untouched, yet the land around it was a scorched ruin. Not a single tree was left; incinerated to the last. Every home had been destroyed. Nothing remained but cold ashes and blackened stone. Things barely recognizable as bodies were scattered on the ground, charred, and locked into their final contortions.
The Daemon flung itself at the failing barrier of the Calm. It could smell the rage that hammered on the prison from without and sensed the imminent ruin of its shackles as fury broke against the defences like waves against a brittle coastline.
 Kellan was shaken to the core.
Why? Why destroy this place? To get to me? Were they all killed to get to me?
Rage burst through the Calm like water through a levee, pushing an ever wider hole in the wall until the rush was unstoppable. The Daemon drank it down, growing with every heartbeat. The buzzing in his ears grew so painfully loud that Kellan fell to his knees, screaming in agony and fury. The Daemon devoured it, the buzz now a shriek of exultant joy at its victory and freedom.
 The Calm shattered, and the Daemon exploded from its host.
The force blew the ash from the ground in an outward rushing, expanding circle, scouring the land beneath to the bedrock. Then, as the vacuum at its centre caused the ring of ash to collapse in on itself, the resultant collision at the eye of the storm sent a plume of grey-black debris skyward where it mushroomed at the top of a thousand foot column.
 The Daemon rose from the top of the tower of drifting carnage and hovered, like a hawk stretching its wings before swooping down from the dizzying heights to find its master.
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Eight
 
 
Ara Dasari was situated on both sides of the four hundred mile long canal that joined Kor’Habat to the Adorim Sea. Jagged reefs prevented all but vessels with the shallowest of draughts from accessing the capital. Even the shallow riding trader ships would sooner navigate the Temple Canal than risk those rocks. The channel had been made by redirecting an existing river millennia ago to give the great city a genuine sea port. The torpid waters were easily travelled with a favourable wind, and teams of horses on tracks along either bank would help at other times,
An obvious advantage to Korathea was the security such sea access offered, as well as control over trade and movement of commodities.
With reefs to the south protecting against a sea-borne invasion, and the Lesser Cascus Mountains to the north, Ara Dasari was perfectly situated as a corridor to the eastern provinces. It was also the most defendable position against the approaching Jendayan invasion.
The ferries across the quarter mile width at this point had been carrying refugees to the eastern side from the west for several months. The oarsmen had never had to work so hard, but since they were paid by the crossing, none of the crews had grumbled much, and ferry masters had become rich through the winter. The entire length of the mile-long docks on the western side were busy with those eager to cross, but it was doubtful that there would be any willing to make the crossing in the other direction. An enormous tented city had grown on the plain to the east, though providing such vast numbers with food and sanitation had proved almost impossible, and disease and riots were commonplace. When a million or more people descend on a piece of land fit for a tenth of that, then something has to give.
Spring had arrived and still the exhausted travellers willingly pressed coins into the palms of the operators in exchange for their perceived safety within the canal’s embrace. This latest lot was from Moshet; the city abandoned after having fought off one attempted incursion in the depths of winter. Word had it that they had appealed for aid from Kor’Habat, but that the Kodistai was drawing all of his remaining forces close to his palace, and had declined to send any reinforcements. The city of Moshet was left to the invaders.
 The ferry master watched as the masses approached through the streets of the western city. One particular group approached his part of the loading dock. Soldiers by the look of them.
 “Welcome to Ara Dasari all crossings one silver mark per person per horse baggage you cannot carry will be charged by the crate at one silver mark each how many are in your party?” he said in one long stream.
 “That will be one silver mark including all baggage, and horses and I may not toss you in the canal with stones in your pockets,” an imposing woman in leather armour said as she stopped half a stride from him. He swallowed hard and looked up into her hard eyes.
 “The cost is non-negotiable,” he said reasonably. “I think you will find it the going rate among all ferry masters.”
 “Well I am willing to bet that I would only have to drown one of you before the others lowered their rates,” she growled. “Would you care for a wager?”
 “I…” he began, then thought better of it. “Of course. Yes, all baggage as part of the price. Was that not what I said?”
 “I am not from these parts,” she replied, leaning down so that she could look him in the eye. “I must have misunderstood you.”
 “Indeed,” he replied, turning quickly to escape the woman. “That is my vessel returning now. It will be empty on this leg of the crossing, so should be here in a matter of minutes.”
 She smiled without humour, and turned to her companions, leaving the ferry master to breathe a sigh of relief.
 
 Once Valia had secured a crossing on a ferry, she turned back to her friends.
 “Profiteering bastards,” she grumbled. “There should be laws.”
 “You sound more like Blunt every day,” Olimar said.
 “Your father would have thrown him in the canal anyway,” she replied. “Just to make a point.”
 “That he would,” Olimar replied with a reflective smile. “That he would.”
 “Come on, let’s get across this bloody canal,” she said with a tired resolve.
Blunt’s death had left a hole in their lives that few of them were able to fill. His leadership had bound them together for so long and through so many battles and hardships, that to go on without him seemed impossible. But, somehow, the survivors had stayed together under Olimar’s leadership. He had not been a willing successor, but the weight of expectation that had fallen on his shoulders in Moshet had forced his hand. He relied heavily on Valia for much, though, and loyalty to his father’s memory kept her close by.
 It did not take long for what remained of the Band and the ‘Remnants’ to cross the gangway onto the broad ferry boat. Oars sprouted like legs from below deck, put up whilst the oarsmen enjoyed a rest from their labour.
Valia could see Krennet wrangling with another ferry master further along the vast dock. He was clearly just as incensed as she had been at the charges, yet appeared to be having less luck in negotiating a better rate. He waved his thin arms in dismay whilst the ferry master stood firmly, shaking his head with a satisfied smile. Krennet had not been seen during the defence of Moshet, though his men had fought well enough. Captain Renald of the Moshet milita had taken them under his command while Krennet had sought refuge in the local governor’s empty mansion. She felt sure that he would be continuing all the way to Kor’Habat once the ferry landed on the other side.
She tried not to catch Truman’s eye. She still cringed when she remembered what she could of that night in ‘The Turner’s Retreat’. Had she really winked at him? And giggled?
 Fate! What an idiot she had been.
A few cups of wine and she had been throwing herself at him like a cheap tavern whore, in plain view of everyone there. She felt sick with embarrassment and anger at herself. Truman had not mentioned it again himself and that meant that he was either embarrassed for her, or that he did not want to risk her attentions again. Had she misread him all this time? Had he been playing with her, teasing her with all that poetic claptrap and doe-eyed looks. Had she fallen for the ruse, and actually believed his advances to be real and not just a cruel joke?
Truman had women flocking around him wherever they could be found. Beautiful young women in the flowering of youth threw themselves at him; how could she believe that he had been pursuing her? She groaned inwardly. And yet…
She touched the pouch that held the drawing of her, lying on the beach at Kepu.
The ferry cast off with a gentle lurch as the oars bit into the dark water of the canal. A man at the stern used the rudder to angle the boat ever so slightly upstream to compensate for the subtle drift of the water, and they were off. The ferry master was clearly relieved to have them off the dock and heading for the eastern side.
 
 Granger was sitting on the deck with Elan when Valia came to join them.
 “How is he?” she asked, squatting on her haunches in front of them.
 “Not well,” he replied. The young Lythurian stared dumbly at nothing as he sat, cross-legged on the deck. “He goes where I lead him and swallows what food I put in his mouth, but he is not with us.”
 “Will you take him home?”
Granger hesitated. If what he suspected was true, then he was not sure if Elan had a home to go to. He would have to try though. The ‘longing’ that Lythurians experienced when far from their Groves could do strange things and affect them in strange ways, but this had to be something more. Something catastrophic.
 “I will try,” he said.
 “You should not stay here. Take him immediately. There is a way to the east of the Lesser Cascus, skirting the western edges of Kylyptus and the Northern Steppes. Staying here can do him no good, and you would be safer there than here.”
Granger saw the sense in her argument. Elan was useless as a fighter, and Granger had never used a weapon, but he was compelled to stay and see this through to the end. He knew that the cataclysm in Elan’s mind must be linked to Abaddon, and therefore involved Kellan in some way. The threads of the story were coming together, he felt it somehow, and he could not leave now.
 “I will think about it,” he said.
 “But will not do it.” Valia saw through the lie.
 “Valia, what I told you about Kellan was true, whether you choose to believe me or not. If the Daemon is loose, then it would be far better to die swiftly by the sword on the battlefield than to linger there for what Abaddon will bring to the world.”
 She looked intently at him. “You really believe that, don’t you?”
 “I know it.”
She looked thoughtful for a moment, then patted Elan on the knee, and stood. “Look after him, Granger. And yourself.”
 Shouts went up as oars were raised and thick ropes were thrown to sun-beaten men on the eastern dock as the ferry thumped gently against the timber structure. The eastern half of Ara Dasari was swarming with people.
The city on this side of the canal was dominated by a broad, squat ziggurat, built on six levels, each accessed via the broad steps that led up each of the four sides. It was a centre from which the city was managed. The Governor and his aides occupied the highest level, with those offices dealing with taxation, sanitation, import and export duties, criminal justice and all of the other civic duties required for a city to function, dispersed beneath. On the wide terraces, ant-like figures hurried to and fro clutching documents, or discussing politics and strategy from their elevated view of the throng below.
An army was gathering to the north, on a field that had once been grazed by cattle, but those beasts were long gone, either moved to safer grazing or else slaughtered to feed the growing population of the refuge. Looking further north, Valia could make out the structure that had given the canal its name. At a constriction in the flow, where the waters were pinched to a mere hundred yards in width, was the huge archway of the ancient temple that spanned the canal. At one time, the temple had covered a two hundred yard stretch of the water, covering it and all who travelled on it for reasons unknown. All that remained of the structure now was the archway that would have supported the wall at the southern end; everything else was rubble. But it had been a temple to something; the manuscripts dug up by those scholars who dealt with the past indicated as much, and Valia was reminded of the story Granger had told them about the fall of the Gods.
Could he really have been telling the truth?
Did he have any reason to lie? That was a better question.
 
It broke Alano’s heart to see such fertile land torn up by the passage of a hundred thousand boots. He had spent the last few days with his wife, Casilda, in the refugee encampment beyond the eastern city. It had taken hours to find her in the chaos, but when he had eventually stumbled upon the ‘Balina’ section of the camp after several false leads, the reunion had been joyful.
He was proud to see that within the disorder of the surrounding settlements, theirs was an ordered block of regimented tents and systematic efficiency. Rotas had been drawn up for cooking and washing, latrine pits dug and fresh water available.
His wife had been instrumental in arranging the people from Balina into a functioning society within the greater confusion, and he had not expected any different. The uncertain times had not diminished her resolve.
She had taken in dozens of orphans too. Some had lost their parents in Jendayan attacks, while others had simply been separated in the confusion. Word had got out that Casilda was caring for lost children, and she had been instrumental in facilitating several tearful reunions. The true orphans, she took in, and provided what food she could from the supplies brought with the Balina refugees or donations from well-wishers. Above all, she gave them a sort of home. A sanctuary.
 They had spent much of their days lying in her tent, just holding each other with an almost adolescent contentment. But now he was returning to the Temple Canal to join the last line of defence against the Jendayan aggressor, trudging over the drying mud that had been grass not so long ago.
Truman met him at the edge of the military encampment.
 “How is Casilda?” he asked.
 “She is well, thank you.”
 “You found her easily enough?”
 “The Balina camp stood out like a purple sheep in a flock,” he said with a smile. “She had them following a rota to take laundry to the river!”
 “We could do with her discipline here,” Truman laughed.
 “Trouble?”
 “A few fist fights among the different militias, nothing more.”
 “So I have not missed much then.”
 “Well, actually,” Truman said, “there is one thing. Follow me.”
 They walked deeper into the camp until Alano could hear Marlon beating on the anvil of the mobile forge. The metallic ringing was rhythmic and soothing. They weaved through the tents into the central opening of the camp. It was not Marlon, but Dimas.
 “He started a couple of days ago,” Truman said. “He woke up in the morning, and threw away his wineskin. He has barely stopped. Keeps us awake well into the night, although no-one has protested yet.”
 Dimas was working on the glowing blade of a longsword, perhaps even the one he had been given when Alano first found him. It was notched and blemished when he last saw it.
 “Has he spoken?”
 “Not a word. Marlon has had to go to the Eritanian camp to shoe the horses. Dimas will not budge. But he is sober.”
 “Perhaps Dimas Malmotti of Sangier is back,” Alano mused as he watched the master craftsman plunge the blade into the coals again for more heat. When he withdrew the white hot metal, the eyes that were framed by his unkempt facial hair were alive with fervour, beating the steel on the anvil, folding it over and over to seal the memories within, locking his nightmares into the weapon to dispel them from his memory.
 It had become something of a spectacle in the camp. Groups of men would stand and watch for a half hour here and there, hoping to see something new occurring before drifting off to their other duties. After watching for twenty minutes himself, Alano wandered off to find Olimar and Valia.
In his absence they had set up a planning tent, for meetings to discuss strategies, and the inevitable negotiations over terms and conditions of their participation in the defence. Already a proclamation had arrived from Kor’Habat, thanking all those not in the Empire’s employ for their presence at the Temple Canal, but assuring them that their occupation of that land could not be seen as anything other than temporary. They could lay no claim to land still considered by them to be under the rule of the Kodistai.
 “Welcome back, Alano,” Valia said. She was standing over a table, holding a map out flat with a fist on one side and her sword on the other. Her free hand held a point on the surface. “I gather your search was fruitful. You’ve been away for days.”
 “It was a great relief to see her safe, but then I always knew she would be.”
 “You are just in time,” Olimar said. “The Kodistai has sent a negotiator to parley over our alliance with the Korathean Empire.”
 “I hardly thought we would be worthy of their time,” Alano said. “Between the Band and the ‘Remnants’, we surely cannot number more than a hundred.”
 “Indeed,” Valia said.
 “But,” Olimar continued, “most of the civilians we collected on our journey from Mallin, including the Northlanders, took the coin of the Band from Blunt. Also, a large section of Krennet’s men have asked Valia to speak for them.”
 “How many?” Alano asked.
 “Including those that have drifted to us since our arrival,” Valia said, “around twelve hundred.”
 “A significant number, I suppose,”
 “But that is not all,” Olimar said with a broad grin.
 “Oh?”
 “King Rashun of Dashiya, in memory of Blunt’s contribution to his land’s freedom, has sent a further three thousand foot soldiers,” Valia said, “and five hundred cavalry, to be commanded by Blunt’s successor. Good politics, really. Aiding the Empire, while reminding it of the bloody nose it received in his homeland.”
 “But we have been here less than a week, how can he know?”
 “News travels fast by trader,” Olimar said. “He would have known as soon as the first boat put in from Dasar.”
 “Hadaiti is months away,”
 “Not by trader ship it is not; they will be here in two weeks,” Valia said with a smile, so rare lately.
 “You also mentioned Krennet,” Alano said.
 “Gone,” replied Olimar. “Fled to Kor’Habat. Not a surprise really.”
Alano nodded his agreement. “What about Kor’Habat? Is there any sign of the Heavy Infantry yet?”
 “Well now, there is the good news,” Valia smiled. “Thirty thousand are on their way as we speak.”
 Alano felt a huge wave of relief surge over him, and let out a long breath to show it. “I thought that there were fewer than twenty after Hadaiti?”
 “They will have pulled a few out of retirement, and even taken a large number out of the later stages of training,” Valia replied, “but thirty thousand is what they have mustered. Some cavalry and archers as well, but it is the Heavy Infantry that will decide the battle.”
 “I hope you are right,” Alano said.
 “So do I, but the Jendayans have favoured pitched battles up until now, I see no reason for them to change tack. They will still have vastly superior numbers.”
 “Where will they be met?”
 “My feeling is that they will attempt a crossing here, at the temple.” She pointed on the map. “It is narrowest there, and the ferries will all be on this side of the canal. There are ways of getting an army over a stretch of water, but they will want to shorten that distance as much as possible.”
 “How wide is the canal at the temple?”
 “Around a hundred yards, give or take. Four times that elsewhere on the canal. But we cannot rule out a ship-borne assault either, so the estuary will need to be watched closely.”
 “And where will our duties lie?”
 “That is what we hope to find out soon.”
 “The negotiator?”
 “Indeed.”
 Alano hesitated before speaking again. “And do they know who you are? After Hadaiti?”
 “It would surprise me greatly if they did not,” she replied.
 
Granger sat and watched the eastern horizon daily as the weeks wore on, knowing beyond doubt now that Abaddon was behind the invasion. He watched for signs of the approaching army, and in the vain hope that Kellan would return to them. He also watched for the Daemon. That would signal his ultimate failure, and the end of the world.
 “It is coming soon,” he addressed the air around him. “Tell the story well.”
 “Talking to yourself again, Granger?” Truman said as he approached.
 “No-one else will listen,” he replied with a tired smile.
 “Tell me something I do not already know.”
 “Valia?”
 “She will not even speak to me now.”
 “She is a complex woman.”
 “Have you ever been in love, Granger?” Truman asked.
 “No. I have not,” he replied sadly. That was one emotion he had never known. His love for Kellan, and for his friends was a different thing for sure, but when he saw the turmoil it could lead to, was not sure it was such a great loss. Or perhaps he was turning cynical.
 “Then count yourself lucky,” Truman said, confirming his suspicions.
 “Have I ever told you the story of Nokatula and the goatherd?”
 “No, you have not,” Truman replied.
 “Well then,” Granger straightened his back and turned on his seat on the rock to face Truman. “Nokatula was a beautiful girl; the daughter of a wealthy farmer who had aims to marry Nokatula off to a neighbouring landowner’s son to secure grazing rights. The goatherd was in love with Nokatula, however, and would watch her from afar in the hope of catching her eye. But she was always too busy to notice a humble goatherd. He started bringing her flowers, one at first, and leaving it on her windowsill for her to find in the morning. The following day, he noticed that it was gone, and so, before dawn he delivered two flowers to the same spot by the window.
 “Later that day, he saw that they were gone, and so delivered three before sunrise the next day. This went on, until the bouquet he brought each day was so large that it would not fit on the windowsill, and so he spread them as best he could to make them stay. As he was doing this, the gardener shouted to him to stop cluttering up the windowsill with flowers every day. He had had to tidy those blasted blooms up every morning before the mistress found them lying about, and would he please stop wasting the good gardener’s time.”
 Truman laughed with a bemused look.
 “The point is,” Granger went on, “you need to make sure that your message is getting through. Signals can be lost along the way somehow. Just tell her.”
Truman hung his head for a moment, and then looked up with a good natured smirk. “What of Nokatula and the goatherd?”
 “Oh, she married the landowner’s son,” Granger said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “As it turns out, the goatherd was queer anyway.”
 Truman began to laugh, and stood to leave the historian to his musings. “Thank you, Granger. If nothing else, at least you cheered me up a little.”
 “I mean it, though,” Granger said as Truman retreated. “Just tell her.”
Granger chuckled bitterly as Truman walked away, still so full of hope, and returned his mind to his musings. He felt angry with the Gods for having cast them adrift as they had through their arrogance and short sightedness. They had claimed to be all-powerful, yet most had fallen to Abaddon before they were able to resist his attack. They claimed to be all knowing, yet did not understand how they had been overwhelmed so quickly. They claimed to be all seeing, but it was the Emissaries who gathered the tales for the ‘Book of Lives’, the Emissaries who watched as mortals lived and died.
That led him to question the nature of the Emissaries themselves. He had been immortal, yet with no real power save for the ability to see into the many worlds and watch. Perhaps it was because he had been removed from that role for so long, but he was not sure that he understood the mechanism through which he had observed the many worlds any longer. Had he ever fully understood it? Had the Gods fully understood the power that they had wielded? He began to doubt that they had, since as their race was being destroyed, they met their ends with shocked disbelief. They could not understand how Abaddon had done it. They had certainly been as petty and arrogant as the worst of those lesser beings they had created, and so, was it possible that they did not understand their own power? Was their gift as big a mystery to them as life is to the most humble mortal walking the land?
Perhaps his nature as an Emissary had prevented his seeing them as anything less than omnipotent, and even after witnessing their fall, he had not altered his opinion. Now, with new eyes to look at the world, and a blooming curiosity in his mind, he was beginning to see them as fallible.
 
 Truman flexed his left hand nervously all the way back to the camp. The muscles in his forearm had not fully healed and that hand was weak and stiff. He reached the planning tent with no clear idea of what he would say. He scratched on the open flap.
Valia looked up from a pile of papers on the desk. She was alone. “What is it, Truman?” she said. “I am very busy.”
He walked in and stood across the desk from her, then waited until she looked up from her work to give him her full attention. He tossed a gold mark onto the table.
 “What is that?” she asked.
 “It is the coin I took from Blunt when I joined the Band. A symbol of my allegiance,” he replied. “I am returning it.”
 “Then you should give it to Olimar if you wish to leave.” She picked it up, offering it back to him.
 “You pass it on,” he said.
 “What is this about?” she asked.
 “Loyalty.”
 “I do not understand.”
 “I am withdrawing my loyalty from the Band.”
 “I see.”
 “But I will take the coin back, if you offer it.”
 “The Band needs all the able bodies it can muster.” She held it up to him again.
 “No. I said, ‘if you offer it’.”
 “What difference does it make?”
 “If you wish for it, my loyalty will be to you, and you alone. I will follow wherever you go, be with you whatever enemy you face. If you ride into fire, I will be at your side. If you hunger, then I will hunger too. If you offer me that coin I will take it from you gladly. I will swear my allegiance to you for as long as I draw breath, no matter what place you have for me in your heart. Until then, I will fight alone.”
 He turned and left, walking out into the spring warmth, feeling lighter than gossamer.
 
Kiritowa Tui almost trembled as he entered Lord Abaddon’s tent. It was by force of will alone that he did not. The army had been on the brink of deserting when Lord Abaddon had summoned that beast from the air. They had calmed since then, and only a few had fled. Those would be executed when they were found, and Kiritowa almost felt pity for them. Who would not consider fleeing from such a terror?
He was sure that Emperor Hapatu, Most Blessed Ray of the Sun, would not countenance such things.
 “Lift your eyes, General,” the rasping voice of Lord Abaddon said mockingly. “We are beyond such formalities.”
He looked up, but his eyes fell on the beast at Lord Abaddon’s side, if such a thing could be called a beast. It boiled and flowed with liquid ease, changing shape and size at will. Right then, it was the rough shape of a man, but shifting all the time. When it had arrived earlier in the day, it was very different. It had approached like a black cloud, or more accurately a huge flock of birds, swarming in the sky like starlings. The flock had stopped overhead, buzzing like a billion bees in the head of every man, causing them to fall to the ground in pain and terror. Abaddon strode from his tent, and had welcomed the cloud with arms widespread and a victorious smile.
Now the thing was in front of Kiritowa. It was like looking at a nest of shiny, black beetles, all crawling over their siblings in a mass that constantly heaved from the struggles of those beneath, each fighting to the surface for an instant before being swamped by its neighbours. Each one of the uncountable elements was in constant motion, giving it the appearance of being in continual flux as it swelled and contacted like bubbling molasses. His eyes did not rest easily on the squirming swarm.
As a child, he had found a dead goat in the hills near his home while playing with his brother. It stank terribly, and he had needed to hold his nose to go near to it as his brother urged him closer. The flies has buzzed in agitation as he neared. He had kicked the bulging stomach of the beast, bursting the fragile skin and spilling the contents. Those maggots had writhed atop one another, just as that thing boiled in front of him then, with the angry drone of a thousand flies.
 “Is your army ready, General?” Lord Abaddon said with a voice that made his blood run like ice.
 “We are one week from the city on the canal, Lord Abaddon,” he replied.
 “Good. Then let us not tarry here any longer. Give the command to begin the advance, General. Your destiny awaits you.”
 “As Lord Abaddon commands,” he said with a bow that relieved his eyes of that stomach churning vision.
 Kiritowa left the tent with Lord Abaddon’s laughter at his back.
 
 
 




Chapter Twenty Nine
 
 
More soldiers than she had ever seen were amassed on the west side of the canal. Valia had climbed the steps of the ziggurat with Olimar to afford them a better view of the Jendayan approach. They were not alone on the top terrace, with every commander from every faction within the varied defensive army keen to see the enemy.
Scouts had estimated a hundred and twenty thousand footsoldiers, with a further twenty thousand mounted cavalry and twelve thousand bowmen. Added to this, a small fleet had been spotted approaching the estuary at the mouth of the canal, with an unknown number on board the dozen vessels. No doubt the Koratheans would insist on sending someone to parley with the enemy, being the sticklers for formality that they were, and Valia did not rate his chances of surviving the encounter very highly. A ferry boat was making the crossing now, as it happened, towards the deserted west city. She hoped it was not Padren Fol’Reimes. The negotiator she had met with had been a reasonable man, encouraging Olimar and Valia to leave the battlefield before the dust had settled, as there was still a bounty being offered for them. Assuming that anyone was left alive, east of the canal, of course.
The Jendayans were forming up as expected, with the bulk of the force making orderly blocks not far from the temple, with its narrow waterway. Most of the Heavy Infantry would be placed there to defend against the crossing. There were too many young faces in the ranks of Korathean infantry. Their commanders would be careful to spread them evenly through the units, so that the young men; boys even, could draw courage from their older, and more experienced comrades, and hold their ground when it mattered. Shol’Hara had been forced to send those who had not yet wielded a razor to put down their practice swords and defend the temple against the Jendayan horde. Valia forced down a pang of guilt that stabbed accusingly at her for her part in making their deployment necessary. She and Olimar had been asked to remain there at the temple too, to offer support should any Jendayans break through the defensive wall of Korathean armour. They had over four thousand men under their command, with the arrival of the Dashiyans a few days earlier.
 Alano and his ‘Remnants’ were one of many groups tasked with protecting the docks from those approaching vessels, and were supported by a good proportion of the bowmen available, as well as around three thousand Heavy Infantry.
 “What do you think?” Olimar said, gazing out over the ranks of Jendayans.
 “They have an impressive number in the field,” she replied, nodding.
 “Nearly three times our own.”
 “Not including the unknown quantity of those ships on the horizon.”
 “They will no doubt be fast, lightly armoured units, to attack the flanks of the Heavy Infantry as they fight against the main attack at the temple,” Olimar said.
 Valia nodded slowly. “I am impressed.”
 “I was never the tactician, Valia. That was your place at my father’s side.”
 Valia sensed the hurt in Olimar. “You were always valuable to him. He knew that you could be trusted.”
 “But it was you that he discussed strategy with,” he said pointedly.
It was true. She could not deny that she and Blunt could spend hours hammering out tactics and movements, predicting and preparing for the enemy’s every possible action. “He still needed you in the field.”
 “I am not jealous of what you had with Blunt. But sometimes I wish I had been more like you. You have a mind for such things.”
 Valia was silent, she did not know what to say.
 “The Band follow me now,” he continued, “but I would very much like you to stay. I could use your shrewdness in these matters.”
 “You don’t do too badly.”
 “The Band will never be the same without Blunt, and you know it.” He looked at her sadly.
 “All things change,” she said.
 “But those who are important to us should be kept close, do you not agree?”
 “Yes,” she said nodding slowly. “Yes, I do.”
 
Alano barely recognised Dimas when he saw him. The man had washed, and shaved; his hair was tidy and combed back out of his eyes. He still wore the uniform that Alano had given him so many months ago, but now it looked a part of him rather than hanging from his wiry frame like an afterthought. His eyes were clear now too, focused ahead, and his footing sure. His straight back and confident air made him look every bit the soldier rather than the drunkard they had come to recognise. He had joined the ranks that were situated along the length of the east docks, positioned there against the possibility of attack from the sea.
 “Dimas?” Alano said with surprise. “Fate, man. Is that you?”
 He nodded matter-of-factly. “It would appear that I owe you my thanks for your charity.”
 “No thanks are needed, my friend. It is good to see you well.”
 “Have you finished your sword?” Emerico asked. Alano’s deputy had been very interested in the outcome of the three week project.
 “I have, Sir,” he said, drawing the blade from its scabbard. He held it flat across both hands, offering it to Emerico.
 “You are, without doubt, the Master,” he beamed, running a gentle fingertip across its surface. The folds within the steel shimmered as the angle of lighting changed by even the merest fraction as though hewn from a living thing, gleaming like marble.
 “It is beautiful, Dimas,” Alano commented. “A true ‘Malmotti’ blade.”
 “It has been a long time since I have felt the desire to forge another. But the will to wield it has been strong lately.”
 “May I?” Emerico asked eagerly. He was barely able to believe that he was so close to a ‘Malmotti’ original.
 “Please,” Dimas offered the finely leather bound hilt.
Emerico took it, and felt the balance, whistling gently through his teeth. He tried a few forms, with wide eyed enthusiasm before handing it back reluctantly. “A beauty,” he said. “Use it well.”
 “Thank you. I aim to.” Dimas returned the weapon to its scabbard, and turned his eyes to the mouth of the canal.
 Neither Alano nor Emerico doubted that he would.
 
Valia steered her horse up the gentle incline above the Band’s position at the ruined temple, leading another mount by the reins beside her. There would be plenty of warning before the battle started in earnest. She found Truman, sitting on a grassy mound with a good view of the Canal. He was chewing on a long stem of grass. She approached him from the side, and saw his eyes flick in her direction before returning to the canal.
 “They say the spring is dry this year,” she said.
 “They say that every year in Dasar,” he replied. “They use it as an excuse to demand higher prices for spring barley.”
 “Why not just set the price higher in the first place?” she asked. “Why the dishonesty?”
 “Because everyone would like to think that next year, things will be better.”
 “It gives them hope?”
 “Perhaps.”
 “But a false hope, surely. If the spring is always like this. What would they do if it rained in the springtime?” she asked.
 “Claim that the crop was rotting in the fields, and charge a higher price.”
 “Shrewd.”
 “Indeed.”
 They were silent for a while, enjoying the peace of this high ground, away from the frantic preparations and barked orders down by the water.
 “But if they set the price too high,” she said, “they risk making it unobtainable, and then it loses its value.”
 “It is a fine balance,” he said with a nod.
 “How much would I get for this?” she asked.
 He turned, and saw her holding up the coin that Blunt had given to him, and he had returned to her. He shrugged. “Depends on the market.”
 “And where does it stand right now?”
 “I would say that it is a buyer’s market,” he said with a coy smile, smoothing his moustaches with a thumb and forefinger.
 She smiled, and then flicked the coin in the air towards him, saying, “I’m buying.”
 He caught the mark with his good hand, and stared at it for a moment.
 “But if you meant what you said about being at my side wherever I go,” she said, urging the other horse forward with a gentle tug on the reins, “then you will need this to keep up.”
He stood and faced her, then kissed the coin before tucking it into a pouch under his shirt.
 “I am yours, my lady,” he said, taking the reins, “as long as I draw breath.”
And I, yours, she thought to herself, but was not yet ready to say as much.
 
A burning ferry signalled the Jendayan response to the offer of parley, and the battle commenced.
Teams of Jendayan soldiers carried pontoons to the edge of the canal on the western side of the temple ruin, and pushed them into the water, lashing them together to form a line of floating timber framework along the bank, made rigid with long beams. A stake was driven into the loose stonework of the crumbling temple floor where a thick rope attached the downriver end of the line of pontoons to the western bank. Then the other end was kicked out from the bank, where the torpid waters of the canal caught the strip of floating platforms and dragged it in a lazy arc across the watercourse.
 All of this was done under a hail of arrows, as they ventured close enough for the bowmen to make an impact.
Olimar counted four of the floating bridges in total taking advantage of the narrow waist of water here. Each one was about three yards wide, and slightly longer than the canal was wide to ensure the loose end stopped on the eastern bank. Before the pontoons had even reached the defender’s side of the water, the Jendayan footsoldiers began their advance across the platforms. They moved three abreast with their shields locked together in a tight formation that denied the archers the easy targets they had been allowed during the bridges’ construction.
 Olimar felt a certain admiration for the Jendayan tactic. The whole process had taken under ten minutes, and already there were four crossing points set up across the canal.
The pipers of the Heavy Infantry began to play their tune; an upbeat melody that took Olimar back to Hadaiti, when those same massive men had been on the other side of the battlefield. He remembered willing them to break on that day yet now he hoped to Fate that their line would hold. How many of them remembered the battle, he wondered, and what would he give for one of those war engines right now?
The Heavy Infantry met the Jendayan foot soldiers head on as they poured from the end of the pontoons, engulfing them in a horseshoe formation that stemmed the flow, and held up those still trying to cross. The pontoons heaved under the weight, and bowed in the direction of the flow of water, but the beams held, and the bridges remained.
The bowmen continued their volleys, only occasionally felling a soldier from the tight formation with a lucky arrow that slipped into a gap, and the shields bristled with feathered spines.
 The Jendayan bowmen moved forward in great sweeping ranks to bring the Heavy Infantry into range, and soon the rain of arrows was not so one sided. They took their toll, but had to tread a fine line not to kill their own, finding their range and keeping it ahead of their fellows.
 Valia and Truman arrived at Olimar’s side.
 “Clever,” she said. “How are the Heavy Infantry holding?”
 “At the moment, well,” Olimar replied, “but there are another hundred thousand or more to come. I hope they do not tire quickly, or we will be getting involved sooner than I would have hoped.
 
The first of the ships entered the mouth of the canal with not a soul visible on deck. They were strange looking vessels, unlike anything Alano had seen, with odd high, square sides that made them appear top heavy and vulnerable to side winds. The bowmen were arranged in great ranks in the open loading zones, facing the oncoming ships. Footsoldiers gathered in tight units, ready to attack anything that made it past the initial assault from the bowmen. The bulk of the heavy infantry was positioned to the northern end of the docks, defending against any incursion that might get through to the main battle at the temple, where the rear and flanks of the defenders would be exposed. This left the ‘Remnants’ with a position that covered the entrance to a wide market, which, despite its emptiness, still reeked of fish. They had piled the stalls and tables of the fish market across the gap to chest height, and taken up a position behind the hastily erected blockade, knowing that it would only slow an attack.
The docks were mostly quite open, with only a few low buildings to break up the wide area that, on another day would have been a hive of activity, loading people and produce onto the ferries.
The bowmen needed to wait until the first of the ships was within a hundred yards to make sure their arrows carried, weighed down as they were. Oil soaked rags covered the tip of each arrow that sat in a pot in front of each man with a bow. They nocked arrows as one, and runners carried torches the length of each rank, setting alight to the volatile projectiles in preparation for the volley.
 The Eritanian, Caspar Gillen gave the order to fire.
 “Loose!”
 Most of the arrows fell short or overshot the target, as the bowmen got used to the weight of the arrows, but a few stuck into the hull, or ripped through sail fabric setting a slow blaze in the canvas.
 They were quick to ready another volley.
 “Loose!” Caspar Gillen shouted again.
 This time more of the arrows hit home, like little fireflies on the wooden structure of the ship.
 “Loose!”
Another volley as the ship neared, and was now within seventy five yards. With the sails in tatters, smouldering around the masts, the lead vessel was drifting under its own momentum, though presumably the rudder was still functional and was still being steered. It began to slow as it entered a part of the estuary where the flow of the water, however slow, had an effect on its forward movement.
 “Loose!”
The wood had started to catch and burn as the vessel stalled at around fifty yards from the dock. Oars emerged from narrow slots suddenly, fifty to a side, dipping into the water and clawing at it to give them some forward motion, but the bow had wandered off course and within a few strokes of the oars the ship had bottomed out on the mud to either side of the main channel. The marker buoys had been removed, and so the shallow water was an unseen hazard.
A cheer went up from the victorious archers as the hulking vessel listed to starboard, and stuck fast, with the fire on deck beginning to take hold. The second vessel came into range with more speed, its oars already deployed after witnessing the misfortune of the first. Sails billowed, and oars swept, throwing out a bow wave that rolled in the gentle waters of the estuary.
 The bowmen readied themselves for another volley.
 
Ordered regiments of Heavy Infantry that had been waiting out of range of the enemy bowmen were called upon to rotate front-line duties with those currently battling at the canal edge. Their commanders bellowed their orders, urging the men to march forward, advancing on the backs of their comrades who were engaged in bloody battle.
Despite their almost inhuman size and strength, the sheer weight of armour and weaponry carried by each man was such that their useful time engaging the enemy was limited. One of the most repeatedly drilled exercises was that of rotating the front-line. A dozen yards from the rear of the battling soldiers, they charged, making their way into the fray with fluid ease, allowing their exhausted and bloodied fellows to fall back from the assault of swords and arrows for a chance to recover some strength.
Valia watched this happen twice, seeing the Heavy Infantry edged back each time. The relentless press of Jendayan footsoldiers began to spread as they pushed against the armoured wall of the Heavy Infantry. The four fronts fanned out from the end of the crossing point as the speed and ferocity of the enemy swordsmen took their toll on the defensive line. Soon those four fronts would merge into one.
Arrows still rained down on those attempting to cross, but very few found their target, thudding into thick shields or else skidding uselessly into the water. The Jendayans were forced to fight with the bodies of dead and dying at their feet. Most of the casualties were the lightly armoured Jendayan footsoldiers, with their red hued leather armour proving no defences against the brutish blades of the Heavy Infantry. But there were Koratheans among the dead too, proving that the speed and agility of the lighter soldiers could be effective against their heavier opponents. And the Jendayans had numbers to spare along with the will to use them.
Valia glanced downstream, along the canal, to where the sails of the enemy vessels loomed large in the estuary. One was ablaze in the shallows, throwing a pillar of thick, grey smoke skyward. The battle was definitely established on two fronts. She hoped that both would hold firm.
 
The second ship was well ablaze by the time it reached the dock. At the last moment the oars were ejected from the slots to avoid being levered into the oarsmen within the vessel. It coasted under its own momentum as it glided parallel to the timber decking of the loading dock, edging closer as the fires rose. Screams could be heard from within the confines of the hull.
With a screech of protesting beams and shattered boards, the starboard side struck the dock. It rose in the water, and listed to port, splintering its way along fifty yards of waterfront before grinding to a standstill as flaming arrows added to the fire. A few tatters of sail still fluttered defiantly, smouldering as the vessel began to roll away from the dock, settling back into the water.
Then a full top third of the hull folded down from the starboard side, from forecastle to quarterdeck, and fell onto the quayside, driving metal hooks into the timber to hold the ship fast. The opened hull revealed nothing but thick smoke and curling flame for a full heartbeat, before it spilled its eager cargo onto the dock.
The ship belched panic stricken horses into the open air, quickly brought under control by the skilled cavalrymen on their backs. They thundered down the ramps and onto firmer footing as the wooden dock gave way to stone flags and cobbles. They rushed through the perilous exposure of the loading area, quickly darting among the buildings for the cover they offered in an attempt to encircle the thousand strong ranks of archers. Footsoldiers stumbled from the smoke, some falling as they staggered, blindly onto the sloping ramp. A few ran screaming, burning, desperately trying to find the water before they succumbed to an agonising death.
Caspar Gillen hurriedly split the fire from the bowmen, redirecting a quarter of them to the soldiers exiting the stricken ship, whilst the rest returned their attentions to the remaining, quickly approaching vessels. Out in the shallow water, the beached vessel had dropped its hull ramps, and men and horses tumbled into the water like torches, their screams audible over the chaos of the dock.
The mounted soldiers closed the gap quickly, bursting from the temporary cover of the buildings to charge at the ranks of defenders with an impetus they had carried with them from the burning vessel. They cleverly steered their wild eyed horses, still terror stricken from the fire, into the gaps between the blocks of Heavy Infantry, choosing instead to drive the attack into the softer wall of lighter units. Around a hundred had made it off of the ship, and they struck the footsoldiers at speed, trampling and hacking their way to the bowmen. They were desperate to put out the fiery rain that had cost them so dearly, and even a momentary disruption of the incessant volleys would help those that were still vulnerable on the water.
The ‘Remnants’ found themselves in the way of a small group of six such frantic attackers. The horses cleared the barricades effortlessly, scattering the defenders gathered behind. They had not expected cavalry, and there were no pikemen to hold the mounted soldiers at bay, so they were forced to get close and risk the scything swords and flailing hooves of the enemy. The horsemen were not co-ordinated in their attack however, leaving both flanks open to the defenders’ blades, and while hacking down on one side, the other was left vulnerable. Emerico took such an opening to step in quickly, driving his sword into the ribs of the soldier, finding a point just below the leather armour, forcing it upward with both hands. The Jendayan arched his back in pain as the sword bit home, and toppled from the horse’s back to fall limply onto the cobbles. Emerico struggled to free his sword as the rider fell, and was pulled to the ground under the weight of the body. The riderless horse, still panicked from the fire, and now surrounded by shouts and cries of fear and pain, bolted through the crowd. As it did so, it kicked and bucked, knocking many of the ‘Remnants’ to the ground, and sending others scampering away for fear of being trampled.
 A hind hoof caught Emerico on the side of the head with a sickening crack as he tried to free his weapon from the corpse of the dead rider. He was tossed back like a rag doll, and hit the ground dead. Alano saw the damage the animal had done, and did not take the time to run to his aid. He could mourn his friend later. For now he was fighting for his life.
The wide entrance to the fish market suddenly felt very narrow, with five horses still in their midst. Alano dodged to the side as one of the mounted Jendayans was carried sideways by his skittish horse and threatened to trample him. He ducked a scything blow, and then parried another. One of the ‘Remnants’ grabbed the foot of the rider, pulling it from the security of the stirrup. Before the Jendayan could correct his balance, he was toppled from his saddle, shouting incomprehensibly as he went. He was quickly silenced. The dead and the injured were dragged deeper into the market, out of the way of the next attack, when it came, but Alano did not allow himself more than a glance at Emerico’s limp body.
 The other riders suffered a similar fate as their attacks failed to breach the defences. Archers, and other footsoldiers finished the others that had made it from the ship before they could gather themselves into any sort of organised attack, but Alano turned back to face the dock, and realised that that was about to change.
 
 Valia urged her horse towards the enemy unit as it tried to form up in a defensive square. This was the third time that the Band had been required to mop up what had been spilled from the ‘unbreakable’ line of the Heavy Infantry.
The Jendayan infantry was fast. On leaving the pontoons and entering the battle with the Heavy Infantry directly, the Jendayans discarded their shields - that had proved so useful a defence against the bowmen - and used their swords two-handed. They were agile, and as eager to force their way through the defensive line as they were to engage it. This meant that many slipped through. It was a tactic obviously devised to sow confusion in the defence, and leave the Heavy Infantry feeling exposed at the rear.
As yet, none of the enemy had managed to form into a unit large enough to cause any real difficulties, but the holes were beginning to show as the Koratheans tired, and eventually the defence would be on two fronts.
She charged into the huddle of around twenty Jendayans, backed by a dozen mercenaries. Olimar had taken a similar number to round up another breakaway group to the north. Truman was a heartbeat behind her, with Marlon close behind too. The coordinated attack broke the Jendayans instantly. There was no way for them to get at the riders directly, as the horses trampled through their hastily formed ranks, and those that were not crushed, were cut down summarily.
 Two of the horses were injured in the attack, however, and the lame animals were let loose to hobble their own way to the sanctuary of the pens.
 “Take up a position to the south end of the archers,” Valia said to the grounded riders. “There are units there to add your weight to. If you can scrounge horses, then re-join us, but otherwise keep those bowmen safe.”
The mercenaries nodded, and loped off to their new positions.
 “The Heavy Infantry are exhausted,” Truman said as he pulled his horse in to Valia’s side. “They will not hold out much longer against those numbers.”
 Valia glanced back to the canal. “They must hold,” she said firmly.
The ground on the eastern side of the canal was littered with bodies. Thousands lay dead with their comrades climbing over them to join the fray as though they were no more than inconvenient mounds to be stepped on, or over, in order to make progress.
 “The breakouts are growing in size and frequency, Valia.”
 “Then we must fight harder,” she said defiantly, and pointed her horse in the direction of another growing knot of Jendayans.
 
Alano watched as two more vessels disgorged their cargoes onto the dock. They had arrived simultaneously, splitting the fire from the archers, and crunched into the timber waterfront with devastating finality. There were two more directly behind those, aiming for gaps in the wreckage. It was clear that these ships had not been built with the return journey in mind. The bowmen turned their attentions from the vessels to their passengers as the hull ramps drove their claws into the dock, and abandoned the flaming arrows for more conventional ordnance. They were able to fire faster and more accurately without the weighted tips, and scores fell in the initial volleys. Horses screamed, and men cried out in pain as the hail stripped their numbers down before they were able to make their landing count.
Several dozen riders survived the arrows and managed to break through, or dart between the ranks defending the bowmen. They caused havoc amongst the archers, who scattered before the mounted attack, and though the riders did little damage to their number, the ranks were in disarray when the final vessels crashed home.
 When the hull ramps fell, there was little resistance. The mounted men from the previous vessels were still charging about the scattered archers, not even attempting to kill, but simply there to keep the ranks from forming up again. Footsoldiers were trying to close up on the horsemen and bring them down, as Caspar Gillen bellowed his orders. Easily two hundred horsemen, and three times as many footsoldiers were now forming up on the flagstones beyond the dock.
There were three options open to the attackers. They could stay and fight on the docks, but Alano was sure that they would not, since their main purpose had to be to outflank the defences at the temple. They could head north, directly towards the temple, but this meant confronting the ranks of Heavy Infantry positioned against that eventuality. Or, they could push east, into the city, and make their way through the streets to come about on the defenders’ rear.
A sense of dreadful inevitability began to grow in Alano’s belly, like lead. The fish market was one such entrance to the city, and the bulk of the Heavy Infantry not at the temple itself was positioned north along the docks against a direct assault on the temple defences.
 “Barricades!” he shouted, as the first of the mounted soldiers began to move in their direction. “Get them higher!” His men began hauling the remaining wooden stalls and tables of the fish market to the wide gap, tipping them over frantically to form a better obstruction against the onrushing soldiers. They would struggle to make it any higher, but if they could make it deeper those horses would not jump the obstruction quite so easily. Horses would shy away from a jump they were not certain that they could make, and surely they would sense the danger of breaking a leg in attempting to jump.
Surely.
 Alano suddenly realised that he was basing a great deal on an assumption. He did not know horses well at all.
 The hooves clattered deafeningly on the stones, and showed no sign of slowing as they reached the barricade. Whether through pressure from those behind, goading from the saddle or shear bloody mindedness, the lead animals jumped.
The first clipped the detritus and fell in a tangle of legs and shattered boards, but more followed. Many landed safely in gaps left in the clutter while still more fell with a crunching of bone that was audible over the noise. Those that fell and were thrown from their horses were crushed under the hooves of those that followed, uncaring of their comrades. Dozens made it over the barricade, and charged beyond the ‘Remnants’, not lingering to fight when their true aim lay beyond the docks.
 “Leave them!” Alano shouted. “Let them be!” There was no point in throwing away the lives of his men as they were no match for the riders. Being trampled cheaply would do the defence no good. The mounted soldiers would get through whether the ‘Remnants’ died or not, and there were footsoldiers hurrying towards the barricade that they could do something about.
Alano looked about him. He had fewer than sixty men still standing after the last two attacks. A hundred and fifty or more Jendayan footsoldiers were quickly advancing on their position, looking fresh and eager with their swords held two-handed across their chests.
What Alano would not have done for a handful of archers right then. But the bowmen were scattered as still more horsemen had driven the attack home, evading the hapless footsoldiers or driving through them. The fire spread to the docks and smoke from the burning ships filled the air, covering many of the movements beyond the burning quayside. Confusion reigned, and unseen through the smoke, Alano heard the tell-tale crunch of more ships hitting what was left of the dock further to the north.
The Eritanian, Caspar Gillen had managed to organise what few Heavy Infantry he had at his disposal into a protective cordon, from where a hundred or so bowmen managed to put a few volleys into the air. It did Alano no good though, and the footsoldiers arrived at the barricade with fierce expressions.
 Dimas stepped forward, and leapt deftly to the top of the barricade. He checked the solidity of his footing, and took a defensive stance.
 “Dimas!” Alano yelled, “Get back down!” But the man ignored him, his attention fixed on the first soldiers to reach the debris below.
 “Dimas!” Alano called again.
The newly forged steel blade flashed, and the first to come into his range fell limply against the toppled stall. Then another. His movements were quick and assured, no energy wasted. Attacks were brushed aside and enemy soldiers toppled by their own weight or else cut down, the ‘Malmotti’ blade deadly in the hands of its master.
Alano returned his attention to the soldiers pouring over the barricade to either side of Dimas like a wave breaking around a rock. Some of the attackers fell as the stalls or tables teetered under their weight, and were easily dispatched as they tried to right themselves or untangle their limbs from the debris, but most arrived sure-footed and ready to fight.
The Jendayans were skilled, and Alano had been battling with one for a few moments before he realised that the enemy would easily break their ranks. Even without their superior number, the Jendayans were better fighters, and on even terms, there was no contest. His men were dying to either side as he fought for his own life, barely able to defend against the attacks and being edged backwards all the time.
Dimas still stood tall against the attack. His eyes were fixed on his enemy and cold as ice, yet his body was relaxed and his movements measured. His sword was a part of him; moving as he willed and cutting down any that ventured within its reach with a whispered passage through the air. Whatever turmoil existed in his head – memories of his family, and the Jendayan slaughter – his outward demeanour was one of absolute calm and control.
Even with Dimas’ efforts, this battle was being lost. A full third of the ‘Remnants’ now lay dead, and more Jendayans poured over the barricades every second. The fighting was now taking place within the fish market as the defenders were pushed back. Alano was still battling with the first he had met, when a lucky slip knocked the Jendayan’s balance off centre. Alano was quick to react, slashing the man’s shoulder as he stumbled, and then driving his sword into his exposed chest before he could react. Another took his place in the blink of an eye, and Alano knew that they were lost.
He saw Dimas leaping from the barricade into the advancing Jendayans, his sword held high and drenched with the blood of his enemies. He disappeared beyond the barrier to unleash his vengeance still further.
 Then, without warning, a hail of arrows began to fall on the Jendayans. Dozens of archers appeared on the flat roofed buildings around the market, firing at will, and cutting the enemy down. Alano ran his opponent through as the screams of his comrades pulled his attention away, and suddenly, he felt a swell of hope.
 “Bless you, Caspar Gillen!” he shouted, assuming that the Eritanian had sent the archers to his aid. The Jendayans looked up in panic as the arrows rained down, picking them off as they stood, exposed in open ground. No more were coming over the barricade now, with archers firing into the area beyond and sending the attackers running.
 The market was cleared in minutes, and the last of the ‘Remnants’ began returning to the barricade. Alano looked up to greet his saviours.
 “The dock is lost,” a man called from the rooftops. “All units are to head north to support the Heavy Infantry there.” There were some two and a half thousand Heavy Infantry to the north of the docks defending the main force from an outflanking manoeuvre.
 
 “Are all the ships in?” he asked.
 “They are that,” he said grimly, “and those last few arrived unhindered by us. Fate knows how many came off them.”
 “Thank you,” he called out, belatedly.
 “Don’t thank me yet,” the reply came with a humourless laugh, “you have not seen what awaits you.”
 Alano clambered to the top of the barricade. The whole dock was ablaze now, with the ships burning like funeral pyres. The air was thick with smoke and falling ash, glowing embers like fireflies in the gloom.
 He saw, then, the body of Dimas Malmotti. The man was lying on his back with his sword still in his hand. He could have been sleeping for the look of peace on his face, but the blood that had pooled from a wound in his side told Alano all he needed to know. There were bodies all about the master swordsman. He had not died cheaply, but Alano could not help feeling that if the archers had arrived minutes earlier, he may still be alive. And so might most of his men.
He chastised himself for even having the thought. That way lay only bitterness. He should be thankful that he was alive. But as he led his men past the resting place of the one-time drunkard, he could not help feeling a deep sadness for the anguish that had driven the man to such an end. Perhaps he had banished his demons with that last stand against those that had murdered his family. Alano would never know. He could only hope that the man had found peace in his final moments.
 That was all anyone could hope for.
 
Truman watched as the Heavy Infantry were pushed back from the canal. They were exhausted from the constant flow of Jendayan footsoldiers willing to throw themselves against the armoured wall. Like cliffs besieged by the sea, the Korathean men were crumbling.
Truman was himself exhausted, watching the scene with Valia from the gentle rise that led onto the plain. The constant chasing of enemy units that had broken through was beginning to take its toll, and now they were coming from the docks too. It appeared that the ships had broken that defensive line as well, and now their cargo was marching towards the temple to join the main battle. He had a moment to wonder about the fate of the ‘Remnants’ before Marlon arrived at their side.
 “Perhaps a thousand horse, and three times as many footsoldiers,” he said, “approaching from the dock. They are following the waterline but there is also an unknown number moving through the city itself.”
 “What remains of the defences there?” she asked.
 “Very little. What there is left is moving up behind the Jendayans.”
 “There is a sizeable force of Heavy Infantry blocking that route. Can they hold?”
 “Against the footsoldiers? Almost certainly,” he replied. “But with the mounted men able to outflank them.” He shrugged uncertainly.
 “So many,” Truman sighed.
 “Do not give up yet, Poet,” she said. “You promised me a ballad. Remember?”
 Truman smiled. He had considered asking Valia to leave the battlefield. It was surely lost, and her life added to those already fallen would make no real difference in the end. He had known that it would have been a futile gesture, and one that she would have refused outright, yet it lingered in his mind like a predator circling its prey, waiting for a moment of weakness to make its play. She would never leave, of course, and neither would he if she stayed. There were too many innocents camped on the plain to simply abandon to their fates. Yet now he felt an urge to ensure her safety above all else. The battle was lost. The outcome decided, at least let Valia go free. Why shackle her to this fate with all the others when she could leave now and find safety far away from here? It would not change the outcome, yet, she would be safe.
 He knew, of course, what she would have said to him had he suggested it. He even agreed with her, but the thought of her coming to harm was more than he could bear.
 “What is our next move?” he asked instead.
 “Find Olimar. Gather as many horsemen as we can, and meet their mounted units head on. With a little luck we can hit them before they reach the Heavy Infantry, and what is left of the dock defences will get them from the rear.”
 Marlon nodded, and made to leave.
 “What is that?” she said, her voice a whisper.
 Truman followed her line of sight to the western side of the canal and saw what had caught her eye. “A dust storm?” he said, knowing that it was no such thing.
 
 Granger saw it too. He had been writing in his journal when he glanced at the horizon to the west, and his belly turned to ice. He stood slowly, carefully closing the book, and placing the pen flat on the stool that he had been using. Elan lay in the tent behind him, awake, but unresponsive.
He had been beginning to think that he had been wrong. He had harboured a hope that this invasion was no more than a neighbouring empire expanding its sphere of influence. That deceitful notion had taken root, and given him the foolish belief that they may all merely die at the hands of men this day. What a foolish fancy that was.
 Abaddon had merely been toying with them.
 
 
 




Chapter Thirty
 
 
Kiritowa Tui watched the battle from his position on a small rise to the north-east of the encampment. He was only two hundred yards from the ruined building, with the enormous archway still straddling the waterway. It put him in mind of many of the similar ruins once found in Jendaya. Only rubble remained now of course. The Emperor, in Kiritowa’s great grandfather’s time had ordered them destroyed as an affront to his rule.
The battle was going well. He had lost many men, but this was to be expected when assaulting an army entrenched as they were.
Emperor Hapatu, Most Blessed Ray of the Sun, would be pleased with the rapid progress he had made. The Korathean Empire had crumbled before his army, with little or no resistance, and once this battle was won, Kor’Habat itself would surely fall.
With the thrill of watching his army force its way across the canal, he had forgotten about the misgivings he had carried with him from Jendaya. The doubts he had felt earlier under Abaddon’s authority were briefly gone from his mind while he filled it instead with strategic matters.
 He heard the strange buzzing sound before the first of the terrified screams.
He turned to see the black swarm that Abaddon had brought down, rising into the air like countless black bees. The swarm boiled in the air, rolling incessantly, squirming like so many black maggots on a rotting corpse. It swelled and rolled, moving over the terrified people in the camp. Cooks and washerwomen ran for the cover of their tents with screams that alerted the ranks of soldiers within earshot.
 It came down low once it had cleared the tents, and moved towards the canal, at no more than a man’s walking pace, holding itself just above the ground. Then, slowly the black swarm began to turn. It started to spin round on itself, growing taller and taller as it whirled ever faster. It swelled as it grew in speed and height until it measured ten yards across and easily ten times that in height, then it sped into the ranks of Jendayan soldiers.
It hit the first soldiers like a tornado, with a ferocious droning noise. Its black elements cut through armour and flesh as though they were wet tissue, shredding the defenceless soldiers in seconds. It began to weave, this way and that, punching thousands of finger sized holes through whatever stood in its way, spraying blood and gore in a red mist at its base.
 The panic stricken Jendayans began to scatter as they saw their comrades reduced to tatters. The commotion reached the front of the Jendayan ranks in a slow ripple of alarm that built to a wave of hysteria.
Suddenly, the spinning black tower collapsed on itself, falling into a single tight ball of writhing darkness. The buzzing stopped, and there was a moment of silence that rang like a bell, as the ball tightened in on itself. Then, after a pair of heartbeats, the ball burst opened like a black lily, spewing heat from its core that hazed the air and boiled everything in a narrow arc across the terrified ranks. The heat came with a deep bellow that was felt through the ground like a tremor. The black flower turned its fury, this way and that, hosing the terrified soldiers with shimmering death. Those caught in the stream of scorching air burst into flames, dying quickly as their blood boiled in their veins. Men fell to their knees, begging as the black flower breathed death across them in their thousands. They died where they knelt, charred before they could scream, while those caught on the edge of the stream of heat, felt their skin crisp and blacken.
 On the pontoons, the soldiers turned to see what was approaching. Some jumped into the water, or were pushed by their surging fellows. Most sank under the weight of their weaponry while others clung to the edge of the pontoon. Others still, huddled together in small groups for shelter.
Powerless to do anything – since, who would follow his orders now anyway – Kiritowa watched Abaddon walk calmly from his tent. The tall, skeletal figure walked slowly along the line cut by the black swarm, heedless of the gore that carpeted the ground from the initial attack. Abaddon walked forward assuredly, the hem of his black robes heavy with blood by the time the carnage turned to ash. The Black flower closed, and settled on the field, a hundred yards from the canal, in the middle of what had been the Jendayan army. Men still fled, running for their lives from the destruction wrought in so short a time. The swarm rotated slowly in a lazy whirlwind, just above the ground, where it waited for Abaddon.
 Betrayed!
 Abaddon had betrayed them! Brought them here, and then turned his creature upon them.
 His anger boiled in his belly. He drew his sword, and urged his mount to charge. Terrified soldiers ran past him, away from the horror on the battlefield. He charged towards it. He cried out with animal rage as he closed on Abaddon, who was fifty yards from the monster that had destroyed his army. He raised his sword, ready to cut the charlatan down, as his horse surged forward.
 A single element shot from the gently turning mass, and struck Kirtowa in the forehead. It did not even slow as it passed through the man’s skull, and arced back to re-join the greater mass before he had hit the ground. The horse slowed, feeling its burden lightened, and the heels gone from its ribs. It snorted nervously, trotting past Abaddon, then turned away to put some space between it and the unnatural shadow on the field.
 
 Valia watched with horror, as the black cloud brought chaos to the enemy ranks. The strange sense of relief that she had felt at first when seeing the Jendayans flee, turned to a stomach clenching fear with the realisation that it would not stop with them.
The Jendayans had been devastated. Thousands had died in a few minutes, whole swathes scorched by invisible fire from whatever that thing was that sat waiting across the canal.
Could Granger have been right?
Was it the Daemon?
A figure approached the dark shape. Whoever it was had a calm and assured manner. He – and Valia assumed it was a man – was in no hurry as he walked towards the shape now. Tall. A tall, thin man in black.
 “What is it?” Marlon said softly.
 “I do not know,” she replied. A strange hush had fallen over the battlefield. The initial screams had died down, as those fleeing saved their breath for running. The rest stood watching; an uneasy truce between warring parties as both waited with rapt fascination and horror for what would happen next.
 “That story that Granger told us,” she said. “Could it be true?”
 Truman shook his head. “If it is true, then we are all doomed. Is that not what he said?”
 “‘Destroyer of Worlds’,” Marlon whispered.
 Valia and Truman exchanged a long look.
 “No,” she said, “I will not have it.”
 “It moves,” Marlon said.
They turned to look at it. The black cloud enveloped the figure that had been walking towards it. It lifted from the ground taking the figure with it, and moved with purpose towards the temple ruin. This caused a nervous ripple to run through the soldiers on the east side of the canal as they backed away from the thing. The buzzing was getting louder as it neared, until it was as though a swarm of bees had engulfed the whole plain. The sound was everywhere, yet the cloud remained distant. It moved towards the temple, coming to a stop midway across the canal with its sluggish waters. It stayed there for a moment, slowly roiling in the air like starlings at dusk.
Then the ground jolted. Men everywhere fell over from the sudden shift beneath their feet. The horses reared in panic, threatening to throw their riders. A deep rumble followed that was felt more than heard. A groan of pain from the core of the world that shook the resolve of those still standing. Many more fell, and horses stamped nervously as their riders tried to settle them with reassurances they scarcely believed themselves.
The water that flowed through the narrow waist of the canal, suddenly heaved upwards. Water over-spilled the canal banks in a tidal wave, washing men and horses away in an irresistible surge. The ground beneath the water that had flowed through the temple for millennia, forced its way to the surface, bridging the gap with solid rock.
Water still spilled from the new land, as the dark cloud began to stir once more. It began to spin on its horizontal axis, slowly at first, but with growing speed. The mass expanded as it sped up, forming a long barrel that revealed the tall figure in its centre. The man stood on air in the eye of the growing tornado, arms held aloft in victory.
 More men were overcome by fear, and turned and ran from the sight.
Truman remembered Granger’s words on the day he had told them the story of the Daemon. He did not want to believe it.
 “‘All hope is lost’,” he said. His voice was barely a whisper.
 
Granger watched from the door of the open tent. Abaddon had begun to open a gateway to his own realm. He would release his army of Shar into the world, and then torment every living thing with his cruelty and burn the world to a cinder.
Of course, what Abaddon desired above all else was to instil terror in those he destroyed. That was why he had chosen this place. He had manipulated the Jendayan army into this confrontation, pulling together such large numbers simply to have an audience for his great victory. The Jendayans, Koratheans, refugees and all the assorted defenders would bear witness to his terrifying moment of triumph.
 He looked up to try and guess where the Emissary would be watching from.
 “Remember these lives well,” he said, his voice tinged with bitterness. “Some of them were my friends.”
 
 Alano sprinted for all he was worth. He had left his sword, and abandoned his armour. The historian had been right. This was the end of the world. No other explanation could be found, as hard as he tried. After all the fighting, all the loss and pain and anguish, this was to be their end. He was not alone as he ran, though not all ran in the direction he did in the confusion and fear of the moment.
 He raced into the vast camp. Darting through the tents, weaving and jumping guy ropes. He dodged past terrified refugees as he navigated his way to his destination. He was barely aware of the pain in his chest or his aching legs as he pushed on through thousands of shelters on the plain. He was drawn by the sound of singing.
 When he saw her, he stopped dead in his tracks. His heart almost burst with adoration at the sight.
 Casilda had gathered the orphans together in a large group. There must have been a hundred and fifty of them. She had arranged them with their backs towards the canal so that they would not see what was coming, in ranks according to their height. From the front, she led the singing. It was a song he remembered from his childhood, about a young fox that had wondered from its home, and the adventures it had on its journey back. He joined in at the bit where the fox had tricked the beaver into felling a tree across the river so that he could cross it safely, and went to join her at the front of the choir.
 She smiled wider when she saw him, but did not stop singing.
He put his arm around her shoulder, and sang louder as she returned the gesture with an arm around his waist. He did not look at the thing above the temple. He could not let any fear show on his face, so he smiled, and squeezed his beloved wife to his side.
 They would not die alone.
 
 The tumbling vortex of the Daemon blurred with speed above the ruined temple. Abaddon laughed cruelly as he felt his power again. It felt so sweet to have control of it once more. Far better than the impotence of mortals.
He could feel the power surge as he reached for his realm, and drove a spike into the fabric of reality to link him to another plane. The spinning Daemon bored a hole through to the waiting army of Shar, a sudden flash of light announcing the rent in space that engulfed the whirling mass of darkness that had invoked it. The Daemon spun in the centre of a rift between worlds with Abaddon at its core.
 Abaddon laughed louder still, as the Shar began to pour through the gap. They landed on the new ground that had been a waterway only minutes before, pausing as if to sniff the air and get a sense of the new world they would help to consume. Then they launched their sinuous bodies from the temple floor in search of life to crush.
The few men that still stood their ground on the eastern bank steeled themselves against the attacking creatures. The blades of the Heavy Infantry bit deeply into the syrupy ooze of the Shar’s flesh. Limbs were severed by the mighty blows, yet the beasts recovered. Their black, bead-like eyes regarded their horrified prey before resuming the attack.
They leapt onto the backs of fleeing soldiers, ripping heads from shoulders with their toothless maws, and tearing arms from sockets with savage efficiency. They cut down any living thing within reach of their obsidian claws, and spread out from the temple like ants from a nest.
 And Abaddon laughed.
 
 Granger felt fear as he never had done before.
 This was to be the end. His end.
 He had known what mortality would bring, but now that it was immediate, and real, the recognition of it drove home like a spike of ice through his belly.
 He would be among the poor unfortunates of this world. He would not observe from the safety of his detachment as countless innocents were slain. All the people, real people, that he had ever known were about to die.
He glanced at Elan, lying where Granger had left him. Beside him lay his bow, unstrung, and a quiver of Lythurian arrows, with their flute shafts and flawless flights. The foolish glimmer that he had banished earlier once again began to glow, and, like a butterfly in a hurricane of doubt, took wing.
 He grabbed the bow, and fumbled about for a bowstring. He found one in a pouch at Elan’s hip. With difficulty and a few false starts, he managed to get the string looped over both ends of the bow. He snatched the quiver, slinging it over his shoulder, and grabbed Elan’s hand.
The Lythurian responded as expected. He went where he was pushed, walked where he was led. Granger dragged him through the crowds of panicked people. They were screaming out for lost friends and family swept away by the rush of humanity. Granger forced his way through, with Elan trailing mutely behind.
He moved down the gentle slope to the edge of what had been the battlefield. No fighting had taken place there yet, but with the ever spreading horde of Shar, it was only a matter of time.
He felt as though he was swimming upstream against the flow of fleeing soldiers. Some sat dumbly on the ground staring at the terrible spectacle, while others wept as they watched their end approach.
Granger continued through the chaos towards the temple.
 
 “I have seen them die,” Valia shouted. “I know it can be done.”
 “It was Kellan who killed them,” Truman replied, his horse prancing skittishly and eager to be away.
 “Then we must find another way!”
 “The historian said something after Foley was killed,” Marlon said. “He said, ‘sever the head’”
 “You saw what our blades did in the mountains,” Truman replied, “their hide is too tough, and heals too quickly.”
 “Let us fight them,” Valia urged, “and show the others the way.”
 Valia. So brave, and so stubborn.
Truman smiled as he looked at her. They had come so close. With more time together, they could have had something special. It was such a cruel twist that had her finally drawing him to her on the day that the world ended.
 It would have made a fine ballad.
 “Valia,” he said soothingly, “it is over. We cannot defeat so many.”
 “Then I will die trying,” she growled fiercely, pulling on the reins of her terrified horse and pointing it at the advancing horde. She drew the horse in after a few paces, and turned. “You promised to follow me into fire if I chose to ride there.” She held his gaze with a look that spoke every word she could not bring herself to utter. “Ride with me now.”
He sighed and nudged his horse forward. “And we will take the fight to them in a manner befitting a thousand ballads,” he said. “I will ride with you, always.”
She smiled, then set her jaw and wheeled her horse towards the temple, digging her heels into its ribs, and driving it into the oncoming horde. Truman followed with a strangely euphoric feeling, counting down the last minutes of his life.
 
Pockets of soldiers still fought bravely amongst the ever growing mass of Shar, but their numbers were dwindling. Granger dragged Elan through the chaos of the battle, dodging scything blows from the Shar that he got too close to.
 He pulled Elan to the ground as a Shar leapt at them, leaving it to pass over them. It crashed into another one of the beasts, which snapped at it with the wide, toothless jaws that almost had the head split in two, and Granger scurried out of its reach.
They were a hundred and fifty yards from Abaddon, who stood triumphantly at the centre of the rift that joined his own realm to this world. The Daemon spun around him within that gateway that it held open. Granger felt a pang of sorrow for Kellan, whose Life-force fuelled it.
 He pushed the bow into Elan’s hand.
 “Take it, Elan,” he shouted over the screams of the dying, and the shriek of the vortex above the temple.
Elan held it, but stared into the middle distance, uncomprehending.
 “That is the man who destroyed your home,” Granger shouted as he pulled a Lythurian arrow from the quiver, and pushed it into his other hand. “Kill him, Elan!”
Elan stared dumbly at the vortex. Granger had to pull him to the side to evade a Shar as it lunged at them. A lone Heavy Infantryman buried his sword in the thing’s neck before it could turn for another attack. He had lost his helmet, and his armour was dented. He was bloody from head to toe, though little of it was his. The beast fell, and thrashed on the ground as the deep wound began to close. The huge man brought his sword down again, hitting the same point, and severing the head before it could right itself.
A small victory for the men of this world, Granger thought, but there are more Shar on the other side of that rift than there are stars in the sky.
 The Heavy Infantryman paused a moment to look at Elan. There was a hint of surprise in the eyes of the huge man. Then he launched himself back into the battle.
 “Elan!” Granger tried again. “Elan! That is the man who killed your family. He destroyed your People. Now he is trying to destroy the rest of the world. Elan, you must kill him!”
Slowly, Elan turned to face Granger. A flash of recognition sparked in his eyes.
 “It is me, Granger. You must kill that man. He has killed your family. Your entire People.”
Shar poured from the rift as Elan slowly raised his bow. His eyes focused on his target as he nocked the arrow. His breathing was steady. He looked at Granger again, with a slightly confused expression.
 “Granger?” he mouthed.
 “Kill him!” Granger yelled.
 He drew back the bow. Granger heard the string creak in the bow notches as the tension and compression grew in the carefully bonded wood.
 He released the arrow.
 It shot away into the distance, reduced to a speck in a heartbeat, curving through the air in a measured trajectory, beginning to fall from its zenith as it entered the Daemon’s rolling maw.
 It struck Abaddon, squarely in the chest.
 
There were still those willing to fight the creatures, and Valia and Truman were not alone on the battlefield, though she suspected that most of them had become trapped as the hordes swamped them. Now they fought in pockets, dotted around the east side of the canal.
There were dead Shar on the ground. That gave them all reason to take heart. The Heavy Infantry, of all men, would be able to take those creatures’ heads from their shoulders.
But so many were pouring through that hole in the sky that there was no way for so few soldiers to win the day.
Suddenly, movement caught Valia’s eye. A small cluster of black beads, each no larger than her fingertip, appeared in the air in front of her. They spun lazily around a common centre before hissing away with frightening speed towards a small group of Heavy Infantry. As she watched in horror, the small black objects darted back and forth through the bodies of the men, finding no resistance from the flesh or armour. One by one, the soldiers crumpled to the ground, felled by the little swarm, against which, they had no defence.
There was another, larger group of Heavy Infantry that were having some success at holding the Shar at bay. Valia pointed towards them, and urged her horse onwards. She tried to put from her mind the smooth and deadly black droplets that killed so freely. There was nothing she could do against those, but she heard their passage through the bodies of the defenders whenever they struck, and her skin itched. 
She charged passed a Shar that had just killed a soldier; a boy wearing the armour of the Heavy Infantry, and swung her longsword, timing the strike perfectly. The beast’s head spun from its shoulders, but the impact almost wrenched the sword from her hand, and she was pulled off balance. As she tried to right herself in the saddle, one of the creatures slashed out with its forelimb, cutting deeply into her horse’s shoulder. The horse screamed, and went down, throwing Valia from the saddle.
She managed to hold onto her sword, although she was unaware of that fact for a few moments, as she tried to shake off the fall. She had been lucky, and had only been winded, but the Shar that had killed her horse was looking to finish what it had started. It closed the gap, its black, shiny eyes fixed on her like a spider’s. It lunged, and she was barely able to parry the attack, sidestepping and swinging her sword as she tried to regain her breath. Truman arrived and leapt from his horse, landing on the thing’s back. He wrapped his legs around its midsection, and his arm around its short neck as he drew his rapier. The blade was too light to hack off a head, but perhaps it was sharp enough to slice through the neck.
 “Truman!” Valia called, as he brought the blade onto its throat. It leapt into the air as it felt the blade bite; twisting, and coming down on its back; crushing the wind from Truman. It thrashed as his grip loosened, then rolled free. Valia arrived just as it slashed Truman across the chest as he tried to right himself.
 “No!” she cried, throwing herself at the Shar. Her sword bit deeply as it tried to dodge away, opening a deep gash in the midnight flesh. She struck again, this time hitting the neck, and cutting halfway through. She finished the job with a clean strike that sent the head tumbling, but did not see the creature that had moved in behind her. She glanced at Truman, lying on his back, just as he flung a dagger past her shoulder. The dagger bedded itself in the head of the Shar even as it leapt, distracting it enough for Valia to roll away. She scrambled to right herself and take the creature down before it recovered, knowing that she would have to be quick, but that her body was so very tired.
 Marlon thundered by on his horse, steel flashed and the Shar’s head tumbled.
 
 Kellan’s body was shattered. He knew that. Scattered like dust. No more.
 The Calm had been broken, and the Daemon was freed. But the Calm had fallen into place again, like a lid on a pot of boiling water, lifting to let out the steam before rattling back down.
 His mind was shielded. Terror stalked him beyond the Calm. He knew that to allow it in would lead to madness. No man should have to endure this. No man could.
The horror of what was being done with his link to the Life-force would break the strongest of spirits. The knowledge that all was lost but suffering, and pain, and anguish would drive him to insanity. And so he held onto the Calm.
 He curled up tighter into the protective cocoon he had made for himself to await his release.
 His death.
 But something nagged at his consciousness.
 An intrusion needled him.
 A harmless trifle brushed away by Abaddon.
An image. An arrow.
 He had made such things. So long ago.
 It stirred memories of trees and lakes of Topaz; ice and steam.
Memories.
An Arrow.
Friends.
Eloya!
 The muzzy walls around his mind allowed a hint of her memory in.
 He searched for her essence, pushing along the path as though well-trodden by him, to find her.
Lost.
Alone.
Detached from the Life-force.
Detached!
 Kellan knew then what had to be done, and with that knowledge, the terror that prowled around the Calm fled. His path was clear.
He released the Calm, and felt a wave of relief wash over him as his mind once again experienced emotion. He did not need the Calm any longer with this new clarity. He searched for her again until he found the faded remains of her untethered being, floating without direction in limitless space
He held onto the vision of Eloya’s soul and looked outwards at all the myriad mortals fighting for their lives, their minds like knots of terror and determination. Their fragile links to the Life-force winked out, one by one as they perished on the battlefield.
He turned his mind back to Eloya, finding an anchor in her. Then, he looked inwardly at himself and focused on the tendril that wavered as his very existence was tortured by the demands made of it by the Daemon. Perhaps he had always known that it would end this way. How could it have been any different?
With a hint of sadness, he severed his own link to the Life-force. He drifted free from the retreating tether, and willed himself to her, folding her into his warm embrace.
 “Eloya,” he sighed. “I will show you the way.”
 
 “Truman!” Valia cried as she scrambled to his side. His chest was open, and his lips were bloody. He must have used every last ounce of strength and determination to throw that blade.
 “Truman,” she said softly as she cradled his head. “You fool.”
 He coughed weakly. “I feel no pain.” His voice was barely a whisper.
 “You will be fine,” she said firmly. “But we must get that wound bound.”
 “Liar,” he said with a grimace.
She cast about for help. Marlon was near, but was fighting a Shar.
 He reached up and placed a hand weakly on her shoulder. He shook his head slowly when he had her attention.
 “You cannot die,” she said angrily. “I will not allow it.”
 “Valia; so stubborn,” he said fondly.
 “Fight it!”
 “It is decided,” he said weakly. “All men die.”
 “You cannot leave me now,” she said, her anger turning to tears. “You swore to stay at my side.”
 “Do not weep for me, Valia,” he said, lifting his hand unsteadily from her shoulder to touch her face. “I have loved you. That is enough.”
Her tears flowed freely now. Something they had not done since she was very young, and her name had been different.
 “Damn you, Poet!” she growled. She tried to channel her anguish to fuel her anger. How could she lose him now after all they had been through? He had worn away at the foundations of her defences. Not with volleys of stone, or iron; but like a river, eroding with gentle persuasion until he was within her affections before she was even aware of it herself.
 And now he was being taken from her.
 “Damn you!”
 She kissed him then. The salt of his blood mingling with the salt of her tears. She held her lips to his until his final breath sighed from his broken body and he died; with the kiss of his true love still sweet on his lips.
 She had not noticed, but he had pressed something into her hand in those final moments. She was aware of it now. A gold coin.
 A symbol of his loyalty.
 A symbol of their love.
 Her grief was too vast to comprehend, and a strange numbness took her.
 She heard Marlon’s voice, and stood slowly, vaguely aware that something had changed.
 “Valia; look,” Marlon urged.
 
With the link to the Life-force broken, the Daemon’s power had vanished. The rift it held open around itself and Abaddon failed instantly. Abaddon found himself in an ever decreasing sphere between worlds. The Shar that had been trapped with him as they traversed from one realm to another, were crushed to death as the space they occupied collapsed in on itself. The Daemon buzzed with impotent fury. Abaddon screamed with rage that turned to terror as he felt himself crushed by the closing walls. The terror turned to pain as his body was forced into an ever smaller space, shrinking relentlessly, his agony building as the pressure grew. The Daemon thrashed with him in his bubble of suffering, adding to his torment. His anguish only grew as he realised that there would be no escape from this place. The Daemon had no link to the Life-force now, and this place that should not be would continue to crush him with growing intensity as the universe demanded that order be restored.
 The immortal God howled into eternity.
 
 The Shar were without direction. They panicked and ran away to seek shelter from the world that their master had abandoned them on. They would need to be dealt with; in time.
 As the creatures fled the battlefield, the last soldiers still standing wandered numbly looking for fallen comrades, or simply surveying the carnage.
Valia was standing, clutching the coin tightly in her hand as she stared at the point where the rift had been. She was barely aware of the footsteps behind her, and then she heard a familiar voice. It was a voice from her past. Her recent past, but it echoed across a lifetime.
 “You have the look of Shol’Hara about you,” the man said.
 Valia looked over her shoulder at him, and chuckled humourlessly.
 “I wish I could say that you had the look of victory about you, this day, Hatar.”
 “Hatar, no more,” Merat Fol’Ashar replied. “You saw to that.”
 Valia sighed. “What would you have had me do?”
 “No less than you did,” he replied.
Valia turned to face him. Merat had put on weight. He was not the same figure he had cut on the battlefield at Hadaiti. Defeat had clearly cost him dearly.
 “Have you come to take me to Kor’Habat?”
Merat shook his head. “What for? I see only a soldier who fought well to defend the Empire.”
 “You could claim the bounty. Restore some of your former glory.”
Merat laughed. “This is not about ‘glory’. Besides, I fear we have both lost friends this day.”
 “That we have. But you once told me that ‘every victory has its cost’”
He looked around at the carnage. “Today we paid heavily.”
 She looked down at Truman’s body. “Too heavily.”
 There was a moment of silence as they both considered that price.
 “I see we are of one mind,” he said eventually. “Perhaps in another life, we could have been friends.”
 “I do not doubt it, Merat.”
 “Good luck, Valia,” he said turning away, “whatever you do.”
 Merat Fol’Ashar walked sombrely away, through the scattered bodies of men he had fought alongside. Valia felt the coin in her palm, and squeezed it harder.
 
 
 




Epilogue
 
 
More than a year had passed since the battle at Ara Dasari; it was almost like a dream now. Summer had followed spring, and summer turned to autumn. Autumn gave way to winter, and then spring began again. It was summer now in the lands to the south, but Alano had little notion of seasons passing where he was.
 The historian had told him of a place that Alano could start a farm. At the time, Alano could not have guessed that Granger had meant Lythuria. There had been a fire a long time ago here. Tall tree stumps stood, scorched black and lifeless, and the ruins of houses were everywhere.
 But, the grass was lush, springing forth with vigour from the ashes, and many trees showed signs of shooting anew. Birdsong had returned, even in the few months that he had been here.
The lake at the centre of Lythuria, Topaz, reflected the mountains to the north with mirror quality, hazed only slightly by the thin layer of humid mist that clung to its surface.
 The massive tree beside the lake was showing signs of life. Green shoots were stark against the blackened trunk of the mighty tree. Granger had been quite insistent that they keep away from it. The historian had entered the hollow trunk through a crack in its great bole, and exited moments later with a grim expression. Granger had then asked that it be left well alone until his return. Alano respected that wish despite the nagging curiosity that goaded him every time he looked at it.
He walked past pens of lambs and calves. They were the only livestock small enough to carry up those stone steps, and it would be years before they could breed any decent number. But this was a beginning. Granger had told him as much, and Casilda had stoically stood with him in those first difficult months.
 His wife was feeding the chickens beneath the remains of what had been a low, spreading tree. She waved at him as he walked along the cobbled road.
They had worked hard to rebuild what was left of one of the cottages. Alano had almost finished the roof now, and no doubt Casilda would be looking for furniture, less spartan than what they had made do with until now.
 That could wait however. This was a beginning.
 He saw Elan in the distance. The young man, last of his People, still did not speak. He toiled daily to rebuild a house. Alano guessed that it was where Elan had once lived, but the Lythurian had not accepted any offers of help. When Alano had taken up a tool to offer assistance, Elan had gently pushed his hands down. This was something the young man had to do himself.
Alano inspected the crops. The ground here was as fertile as any he had seen and the maize was high, and the wheat yellow. Soon he could begin the harvest. That would be hard work, but he quietly looked forward to the honest toil. Had his life taken the route he had planned, would he be here now? No doubt he would have lost his land, perhaps his life, when the Jendayans had come, and could he have reclaimed what he had lost?
 There was no point in pondering what could have been, only what is.
He walked through what Granger had called the Groves. The grass had recovered, but the trees remained lifeless, like black tombstones. The rain had washed them to a charcoal sheen, giving them a certain grim splendour.
The strangest thing about this whole place was what grew between those great stumps. Small plants; saplings perhaps were springing up in various places among the Groves. They were short, stunted even, with thick stems and short stubby branches sprouting from the tapered top. He had asked Granger about those. The historian had winked in a conspiratorial manner, and simply said, “When the time comes, I will return to give you a hand. You will need it.” He had laughed then, and slapped Alano on the shoulder as though he were the victim of a joke he could not see. But he trusted Granger’s judgement, and so was willing to wait and see what had been so funny.
There was one of the stubby plants that was slightly different from the rest. The little leaves were subtly inconsistent with the others. It was near a place he found very restful. The leaves were stained on one side, every one of them, stained a dark orange against the natural green of the leaf. He wondered what made that one special as he sat on the grassy mound where the daisies grew thickest, beside the small waterfall and the crystal pool.
 
 She walked into the inn near West Gate in Moshet as the sun sank below the horizon. It had been a long time since she had been in this city, and it had not looked as fine as it did now when she had last left it. The gates had been rebuilt, and the city was beginning a slow recovery from the assault and occupation it had suffered a year past. She was stiff from the ride, and flexed her shoulders to free the knots that had formed in the muscles there.
 She asked for two mugs of ale, and pushed the coins across the bar.
 “I’ll not take your money, my Lady.” The innkeeper bowed his head as he pushed the mugs past the silver marks, and cast a glance over her shoulder to the man who joined her.
 She nodded her thanks and took the coins back.
 She pushed one of the mugs to her companion. He was tall enough, a little over six feet in height, yet was still shorter than she was, but his arms were thick with muscle, his chest broad and deep. He had lost an eye, and a patch covered the socket, but did not hide the angry scar that was still raw around it.
 “What you do,” the innkeeper added, “is blessed work, my Lady. Blessed work.”
 “Thank you,” she replied.
She felt older than she ought to, but perhaps the life she had chosen aged a body beyond its years. Her arm itched where a Shar had bitten her back in winter, north of Hillfoot. That scar, it seemed, would never heal properly. But the Shar that had fled the battlefield at Ara Dasari would need to be dealt with. One by one they must be hunted and killed. They had spent the last year tracking them down and taking their heads. Every leader in what had once been the Korathean Empire – and there were many new leaders, as nobles grabbed power in the vacuum left after the Jendayan invasion – was willing to pay a healthy bounty for every head taken on his or her soil. She would have done it for free, but everyone needed to make a living in this new world.
 “I am looking for a man we are due to meet with this evening,” she said to the innkeeper.
 “No messages have been left, my Lady,” he replied.
 “His name is Olimar Bluntis,” she said. “He works for the merchant, Fieran.”
 “Ah yes, the silk merchant?” the innkeeper said, recognising the name immediately.
 She nodded.
 “Fieran is in the city; not long arrived,” he continued. “I fear his tastes are for grander accommodation than I can provide at this humble inn, though his escort often stay here. They are seldom later than supper.”
 She thanked him, and settled down to enjoy her ale.
 The man with her walked over to a door to an adjoining room. He listened for a moment, and then a smile played across his lips.
 “Valia,” he said softly to get the woman’s attention.
 “What is it, Marlon?”
 “Come and listen to this.” He gestured for her to join him.
 “We have a storyteller in the next common-room,” the innkeeper announced keenly upon seeing their interest. “A good one.”
 They listened for a moment, then Valia pushed the door open, to see. Granger was standing upon a table with a rapt audience watching his every move, and hanging off his every word.
 “Gather friends; you travellers from the dusty road; you seekers of the truth. Stay a while and hear my tales; rest yourselves and know the way the world has changed. Give me your heed, for but a short time, so that I may scatter the myths and lies and replace them instead with honest account. Listen as I tell you what I saw, for I was there among them. 
 “Listen, and I will tell you the story, of Kellan Aemoran…”
 
 
 




About The Author
 
 
B. R. Crichton is 38 years old, and lives in Perthshire with his wife, Lesley, and two children, Sandy and Laura. He was born in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe, but moved to Scotland in 1992. His various jobs have included barman, youth-worker, and for the past six years, tree surgeon/arborist.
 
 This is his first novel, but there is more to come.
 
Follow on Twitter: @BRCrichton
 
www.brcrichton.com




Table of Contents
Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty One

Chapter Twenty Two

Chapter Twenty Three

Chapter Twenty Four

Chapter Twenty Five

Chapter Twenty Six

Chapter Twenty Seven

Chapter Twenty Eight

Chapter Twenty Nine

Chapter Thirty

Epilogue




images/cover.jpg
‘CRICHTON





images/00001.jpg
d \:\:»a\.&_mﬂ..m
% /) e
\,\ \\ Loy ; /

\

S

E:_;::;
(spoumon 1v1311) K:/._\u .KHNV\ ) Vi
saddms woyon /R /RN






